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Ritual and Rhetoric in Leviticus: From Sacrifice to Scripture
by James W. Watts. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007,  
xvii + 257 pgs.

James Watts is well known among Bible scholars for a series of influen-
tial publications on the rhetorical dimensions of the Pentateuch, ranging 
from the characterization of Moses to the role of the Pentateuch in rit-
ual contexts. With his new monograph Ritual and Rhetoric in Leviticus, 
Watts brings his critical scrutiny to a specific text that has received a great 
deal of attention in recent years. While most scholars would agree that 
the entire Pentateuch appears to have been shaped by members of the 
Zadokite priesthood in Jerusalem, Leviticus plays an especially important 
role as the central text of the Pentateuch and as the repository of ritual 
and purity laws and practices that apparently characterized the Jerusalem 
Temple cult. Composed of two parts, the Priestly Code (Leviticus 1–16) 
and the Holiness Code (Leviticus 17–26 [27]), the book has been viewed 
as an entrée into ritual and ethical life in Israel and has been analyzed by 
anthropologists (especially the late Mary Douglas) as a window into the 
social values and presuppositions of both the Israelite authors and their 
audiences. Watts engages these approaches to the study of Leviticus and 
highlights their merits and limitations, but blazes a new trail into under-
standing the book’s origins and purpose by subjecting it to a rigorous 
rhetorical analysis. 

Focusing primarily on the Priestly Code, Watts advances the argu-
ment that the entire book of Leviticus was orchestrated to serve one main 
purpose: to confirm the authority of the Zadokite (or, as Watts prefers, 
Aaronide) priests of Jerusalem, presumably at a time when their author-
ity was in question or in danger of being compromised. Here, Watts’ 
approach is especially useful, as he makes few suppositions about the 
original authorship of the material (e.g., if it is pre-exilic or later) and 
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the antiquity of the rituals it contains and describes. Though Watts pays 
close attention to these rituals, he is far less concerned with reconstruct-
ing the origins of the Israelite cult than with determining the ideological 
universe that the current state of these ritual texts creates. 

Watts’ introductory chapter engages earlier critical studies of Leviticus 
and notes the methodological difficulties that have accompanied approach-
es that look to the text as windows into Israel’s rituals. He recognizes that 
rituals may very well reveal much about a given society’s culture, but 
ritual texts—such as those in Leviticus—are not to be confused with the 
rituals themselves. Rather, the texts are carefully selected and created lit-
erary works that tell us about the agenda of their authors. Watts does not 
deny that the rituals depicted in Leviticus have roots in Israel’s cultic ex-
perience (and, in turn, have much in common with broader ancient Near 
eastern cultic systems), but the questions of why the priestly authors of 
the book chose these rituals to work into their text in a particular way 
are far more important to Watts’ study. 

Chapter 2 addresses the ritual instruction in Leviticus 1–7. After con-
sidering the rhetorical features of other ritual texts from the ancient Near 
east, Watts considers parallel features in these chapters, paying close at-
tention to the dynamic between their literary topography and the casting 
of these laws as orally proclaimed by Moses. upon recognizing the rhe-
torical purpose of these chapters, many of the stereotyped and formulaic 
Torah expressions (among others) found therein may be recognized as 
part of a strategy of persuasion. As Watts puts it: 

Perhaps torah here does not name a genre, as many interpreters 
have thought, but rather serves to emphasize the authority of these 
instructions over the priests… the point then would be to insist that 
this, and not anything else, is the authoritative regulation governing 
each particular offering. (p. 59) 

The text, then, is presented as containing the sole legitimate standard 
of ritual behavior to which the priests are bound and, by extension, to 
which the people must adhere. This same method is brought to the exam-
ination of specific sacrificial terminology in chapters 3 (the ola sacrifice) 
and 4 (the language of offerings in Leviticus 4–5).

Chapter 5 examines the rhetorical presentation of the priesthood in 
ritual narrative, and Watts’ discussion here warrants special attention. 
He notes that the priestly authors have drawn from broad categories of 
ancient genres (including royal and ritual texts) to construct their work, 
which introduces narratives into Leviticus after several chapters of ritual 
instruction. The dimensions of oral recitation factor significantly into 
Watts’ analysis, as recurrent phraseology regarding obedience and the 
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fulfillment of both divine and Mosaic commandments repeatedly char-
acterize priestly behavior in the ear of the listener. This, too, confirms the 
performative character of these materials, which were shaped for reading 
aloud to an audience. The auditory dimensions of the narratives regard-
ing priesthood reinforce the impression that in doing their duties, the 
Aaronide priests are not simply maintaining a system for their own in-
terests but are in fact sustaining the original Sinaitic instructions charged 
to them by both God and Moses. 

Here, Watts highlights the one striking reversal of this rhetorical pat-
tern, namely, the episode of the “strange fire” brought by Nadab and 
Abihu, the only sons of Aaron who we are told did not do what God 
commanded (Leviticus 10:1). Many scholars view this passage as part 
of an ongoing polemic between the priestly houses of Moses and Aaron; 
Watts does not discount this view but looks to the larger implications of 
this abrupt narrative in the context of Leviticus, noting that immediately 
after this episode, we resume the narrative reinforcement of Aaronide au-
thority. From the rhetorical-critical perspective, the potentially one-time 
anti-Aaronide tradition is transformed into a testament to the danger and 
numinous intensity of Aaronide priestly duties and the exclusive right 
of that priestly group to carry them out with great care and piety. This 
leads to a discussion in chapter 6 of the rhetoric of atonement (the term 
kiper), again a unique charge of the Aaronide priests, whose authority 
provides the primary means of achieving forgiveness and purity. one may 
sense here the rhetorical logic of these episodes and units: the theme of 
transgression (the Nadab-Abihu incident) and the reaffirmation of prop-
er priestly figurehood (the ensuing narrative unit) sets the paradigm for 
who may indeed conduct the unique ceremonies intended to safeguard 
against similar transgressions and punishments.

The final three chapters of the book represent an especially significant 
contribution to scholarship. In chapter 7, Watts provides an overview of 
the social role and influence of the Aaronide priesthood throughout the 
Second Temple period; this is a welcome discussion given the previous 
chapters of the book, providing as it does the background for the rhe-
torical-critical examinations of the texts in Leviticus. Watts seeks some 
indication of whether or not the Aaronides were, in fact, successful at re-
alizing the rhetorical implications of Leviticus (and the Pentateuch more 
broadly), eschewing theologically based evaluations and asking more ob-
jective questions:

How effective was the [Aaronide] hierocracy in promoting the sur-
vival and welfare of Jewish and Samarian peoples? To answer this 
question is to judge the leadership of the Aaronides on the basis of 
political pragmatism…. (p. 167)
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Watts subsequently answers his own questions after considering the 
historical evidence regarding the communities over whom the Aaronides 
flexed their political and sacral muscle:

Aaronide priests led Samaritans and Jews from catastrophe and 
devastation in the sixth century B.C.e. to become populous, in-
creasingly wealthy and influential temple communities by the late 
third and second centuries…. (pp. 169–170)

The question, essentially, is whether or not the rhetorical effect of 
Leviticus and the Pentateuch carried a practical effect as well, and Watts 
concludes that indeed it did. Without assuming theological bias (p. 171), 
Watts makes clear that the significant religious and civil power of the priest-
hood was indeed strongly supported by the rhetorical force of the literature 
the priests shaped and advocated. Following an interesting—though, in my 
view, slightly ancillary—discussion of how and why the rhetoric of Leviticus 
has little to do with the shaping of theories and understandings regarding 
sacrifice (the subtitle of his own book notwithstanding), Watts concludes 
in chapter 9 with a consideration of how the Aaronide Pentateuch not only 
supported that priesthood’s ritual authority but itself emerged as a source 
of authoritative Scripture. In this chapter, Watts notes that the Pentateuch’s 
early authority is to be attributed not to the binding nature of its legal codes 
but, rather, to its role in a variety of ritual contexts that reified the commu-
nity and its leadership. only in the second century B.C.e. and later would 
the Pentateuch take on specifically “scriptural” status, with its narratives’ 
shaping communal identity and its law codes’ governing social interac-
tion. Yet even these central dimensions of Pentateuchal literature become 
binding due to their association with earlier ritual, which testifies to the 
lingering influence of the priesthood—even in post-Temple times—whose 
members supervised and conducted the prescribed rituals.

Watts’ work is an important contribution to our understanding of the 
political significance of biblical literature in antiquity, telling us much 
about how audiences heard and understood these texts and how their 
authors and trustees viewed them as part of a complex, hierocratic social 
system. The Pentateuch, with Leviticus at its center, is no mere collection 
of laws or instruction via narrative example, but a carefully shaped vehi-
cle of the priesthood that solidified the latter’s jurisdiction over the life of 
the Jewish people in the Second Temple period. The book offers a sophis-
ticated reading of these texts, providing insights into how the priesthood 
managed to set the socio-religious agenda of its Jewish and Samaritan 
audiences. The questions that emerge from Watts’ study are varied. For 
example, to what degree is the Aaronide rhetoric in Leviticus (and else-
where) influenced by alternate streams of Judaism in the Second Temple 
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period and their own respective rhetorical and literary choices (the work 
of Gabriele Boccaccini on enochic Judaism comes to mind in this re-
gard)? How might the rhetoric of Leviticus create a system of discourse 
with prophetic works such as Isaiah and ezekiel? Watts does offer some 
preliminary observations regarding these issues, though one can imagine 
a much more detailed study that engages these questions and others.

In all, Watts’ book is a compelling, creative, and thought-provoking 
study worthy of serious attention by anyone interested in the styles of 
rhetoric that shaped ancient Judaism and the socio-political universe they 
both presupposed and established.

Mark Leuchter, university of Sydney

Living Together, Living Apart: Rethinking Jewish-Christian 
Relations in the Middle Ages
by Jonathan Elukin. Princeton and Oxford University Press, 2007,  
xii + 193 pgs.

It was Bertrand Russell who pointed out the dangers of inductive reason-
ing, namely generalizing about reality on the basis of past experience. 
Thus, chickens that theorize that farmers are benevolent friends because 
they provide creature comforts, such as daily food, are in for a rude awak-
ening on the day the farmers take them to the slaughterhouse. But if one 
wants to write the history of those very chickens, how should their lives 
be described? As a series of happy days, in which all their needs were 
provided for, which coincidentally concluded with an unpleasant death? 
or as a quotidian preparation for their unhappy ends? Which is the cor-
rect chicken narrative?

In his short, well-written book—or, more accurately, extended essay—
based on a series of well-chosen historical vignettes, Jonathan elukin 
attempts to provide a corrective to much of Jewish historiography, which 
looks at the lives of medieval Jews in Christendom through the lenses 
of the unhappy ends of many of their communities: massacres, violence, 
forced conversions, and expulsions (and, in contemporary historiography, 
the Holocaust). In retrospect, for instance, we see that the Spanish riots of 
1391 culminated in the expulsion of 1492; historians therefore naturally 
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