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Source Sheet by Judith Spicehandler

Leviticus 17:10-14

And if anyone of the house of Israel or of
the strangers who reside among them
partakes of any blood, I will set My face
against the person who partakes of the
blood; I will cut that person off from among
kin. 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
the blood, as life, that effects expiation.
Therefore I say to the Israelite people: No
person among you shall partake of blood,
nor shall the stranger who resides among
you partake of blood. And if any Israelite or
any stranger who resides among them hunts
down an animal or a bird that may be eaten,
that person shall pour out its blood and
cover it with earth. For the life of all flesh—
its blood is its life. Therefore I say to the
Israelite people: You shall not partake of the
blood of any flesh, for the life of all flesh is
its blood. Anyone who partakes of it shall be
cut off.

Leviticus 19:26
(26) You shall not eat anything with its
blood. You shall not practice divination or

soothsaying,.
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Guide for the Perplexed, Part 3 46:7

(7) Although blood was very unclean in the
eyes of the Sabeans, they nevertheless
partook of it, because they thought it was
the food of the spirits; by eating it man has
something in common with the spirits,
which join him and tell him future events,
according to the notion which people
generally have of spirits. There were,
however, people who objected to eating
blood, as a thing naturally disliked by man;
they killed a beast, received the blood in a
vessel or in a pot, and ate of the flesh of that
beast, whilst sitting round the blood. They
imagined that in this manner the spirits
would come to partake of the blood which
was their food, whilst the idolaters were
eating the flesh: that love, brotherhood, and
friendship with the spirits were established,
because they dined with the latter at one
place and at the same time; that the spirits
would appear to them in dreams, inform
them of coming events, and be favourable to
them. Such ideas people liked and accepted
in those days; they were general, and their
correctness was not doubted by any one of
the common people. The Law, which is
perfect in the eyes of those who know it,
and seeks to cure mankind of these lasting
diseases, forbade the eating of blood, and
emphasized the prohibition exactly in the
same terms as it emphasizes idolatry: "I will
set my face against that soul that eateth
blood" (Lev. 17:10). The same language is
employed in reference to him "who giveth of
his seed unto Molech"; "then I will set my
face against that man" (ibid. 20:5). There is,
besides idolatry and eating blood, no other
sin in reference to which these words are
used. For the eating of blood leads to a kind
of idolatry, to the worship of spirits. Our
Law declared the blood as pure, and made it
the means of purifying other objects by its
touch. "And thou shalt take of the blood . . .

and sprinkle it upon Aaron, and upon his
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garments, and upon his sons, and upon the
garments of his sons with him. And he shall
be hallowed, and his garments, and his
sons," etc. (Exod. 29:21). Furthermore, the
blood was sprinkled upon the altar, and in
the whole service it was insisted upon

pouring it out, and not upon collecting it.

Comp. "And he shall pour out all the blood
at the bottom of the altar" (Lev. 4:18); "And
the blood of thy sacrifices shall be poured
out upon the altar of the Lord thy God"
(Deut. 12:27). Also the blood of those
beasts that were killed for common use, and
not for sacrifices, must be poured out,
"Thou shalt pour it upon the earth as water"
(ibid. ver. 24). We are not allowed to gather
and have a meal round the blood, "You shall
not eat round the blood" (Lev. 19:26). As
the Israelites were inclined to continue their
rebellious conduct, to follow the doctrines
in which they had been brought up, and
which were then general, and to assemble
round the blood in order to eat there and to
meet the spirits, God forbade the Israelites
to eat ordinary meat during their stay in the
wilderness: they could only partake of the
meat of peace-offerings. The reason of this
precept is distinctly stated, viz., that the
blood shall be poured out upon the altar,
and the people do not assemble round
about. Comp. "To the end that the children
of Israel may bring their sacrifices, which
they offer in the open field, even that they
may bring them unto the Lord. . . . And the
priest shall sprinkle the blood upon the altar,
. .. and they shall no more offer their
sacrifices unto the spirits”" (Lev. 17:5-7).
Now there remained to provide for the
slaughtering of the beasts of the field and
birds, because those beasts were never
sacrificed, and birds did never serve as
peace-offerings (Lev. iii.). The
commandment was therefore given that
whenever a beast or a bird that may be eaten
is killed, the blood thereof must be covered
with earth (Lev. 17:13), in order that the
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people should not assemble round the blood
for the purpose of eating there. The object
was thus fully gained to break the connexion
between these fools and their spirits. This
belief flourished about the time of our
Teacher Moses. People were attracted and
misled by it. We find it in the Song of
Moses (Deut. xxxii.): "They sacrificed unto
spirits, not to God" (ibid. 17). According to
the explanation of our Sages, the words lo
eloha imply the following idea: They have
not only not left off worshipping things in
existence; they even worship imaginary
things. This is expressed in Sifri as follows:
"It is not enough for them to worship the
sun, the moon, the stars; they even worship
their babuah. The word babuah signifies
"shadow." Let us now return to our subject.
The prohibition of slaughtering cattle for
common use applied only to the wilderness,
because as regards the "spirits" it was then
the general belief that they dwelt in deserts,
that there they spoke and were visible, whilst
in towns and in cultivated land they did not
appear. In accordance with this belief those
inhabitants of a town who wanted to
perform any of those stupid practices, left
the town and went to woods and waste
places. The use of cattle for common food
was therefore allowed when the Israelites
entered Palestine. Besides, there were great
hopes that the disease would become
weakened, and the followers of the doctrines
would decrease. Furthermore, it was almost
impossible that every one who wanted to eat
meat should come to Jerusalem. For these
reasons the above restriction was limited to

the stay of the Israelites in the wilderness.

Leviticus as Literature by Mary Douglas
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In the rite of atonement the blood of the sacrificed animal is used to anoint the altar, to

sprinkle on it, and then it is poured out at the base. The body of the member of the

congregation who must never eat meat with blood in it parallels again the altar which

does not have blood burnt on it. The reason for not eating the blood is simply, ‘For the

life of the flesh is in the blood; and I have given it for you upon the altar to make
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atonement for your souls; for it is the blood that makes atonement, by reason of the life’
(Lev 17: 11), and again: ‘the life of every creature is the blood of it’ (17: 14). Chapter 17
is nearly all about blood: ‘I have given it to you to make atonement for your own lives.’
Note again that this is the second half of Leviticus, but these enlargements of context and
declarations of sameness (life = blood) are not causal explanations. They locate the rule in

a series of associated classifications.

This is the context of Genesis and the creation that rationalizes the laws of purity. God
made life, the life of all creatures belongs to God. If he had not given or assigned the
blood of sacrifice for that specific purpose there could be no atonement. The blood
doctrine is the context for the laws against touching the carcasses of animals defined as
unable to be consecrated. Their blood (which carries the life) belongs to God, his laws
protect them as the laws of a feudal lord protect the lives of his vassals.

Rabbi Avi Shafran, "The real symbolism of the Paschal blood To

life!" https://jweekly.com/2007/03/30/the-real-symbolism-of-the-paschal-blood-to-
life/

[Blefore the exodus the Jews were all related to one another (as descendants of Jacob)
but they were not a people. Any individual was still able to reject his or her connection
to the others, and the rejection had an effect. Indeed, our tradition teaches that many in
fact did not merit being able to leave Egypt at all, dying instead during the plague of
darkness. Their behavior precluded them from being part of the new, holiness-charged
nation.

But once the nation-entity was forged, on our ancestors’ very last night in Egypt, things
changed radically. With blood on their doorways and satchels filled with matzoh, they
readily followed Moses into the frightening desert on God’s orders, knowing not what
awaited them. As the prophet Jeremiah described it, in God’s words: “I remember for
you the kindness of your youth... your following Me in the desert, a land where nothing
is planted.”

And thus the Jews began the process of becoming a living nation, an entity whose
members, and descendants throughout history, are part of an organic whole, no matter

what any one of them may choose to do.

As the Talmud put it: “A Jew who sins is still a Jew,” in every way. There is no longer any
option of “opting out.”

And so, blood in Judaism is a not symbol of suffering, or torture, or even of death, but
rather of birth, life and meaning.

https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/561907 ?editor=1

6/7



5/1/24,9:40 PM

<p>Blood and Soul</p><p>Study Guide Aharei Mot </p> | Sefaria

For our part, we Jews do well to stay focused on the Pesach blood, the symbol of our
birth as a people. And from there, to turn our sights to discerning and embracing the

mandate of our peoplehood, the Torah — the ultimate reason for our “blood of life.”

Ellen Dannin, "Blood," https://www.reconstructingjudaism.org/dvar-torah/blood
Why do we not eat blood? Because the life of the flesh — the nefesh — is in its

blood. [W]hile killing an animal for food is not the problem, eating blood is, and it is
no trivial matter. The penalty is to be cut off from one’s people. So perhaps eating the

blood makes us unfit to be with those living proper human lives.

The first mention of blood in the Torah is God’s statement to Cain [in Genesis 4:10-

11]. Here we have a killing and the pouring out of blood into the ground. The blood

cries out from the ground over the injustice, leading to Cain’s curse. He is to be alone,
roaming over the earth, an earth that will not give its potency to him.

So if I want to live my life so I do not eat the blood — the life — of others, how am I to

do this? Are there ways in which I act toward others so that I consume their life?

To begin to answer this sort of question, I turn to our tradition for sources that help me
think through the dimensions of the issue. In this case, I found the Rosh Hodesh (New
Moon/Month) blessings helpful. They present a catalogue of what is good about life: “a
long life, a life of peace, a life of goodness, a life of blessing, a life of nourishment and
sustenance, a life of bodily health, a life with awe for the divine, a life of love for Torah, a
life free of disgrace and shame, a life of happiness and honor, a life of integrity and
discernment, intelligence and knowledge.” So perhaps when we commit acts that deny

these aspects of life to others, we (metaphorically) eat their blood.

Perhaps with each act that denies these blessings to others, we ourselves become
progressively so calloused that we become incapable of living a human life, and thereby
place ourselves into a spiritual exile. [L]iving a human life means that we must live in a

way that does not infringe on the lives around us
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