HUMAN DISABILITY AND T H E SERVICE O F G O D

Much of the priestly writers' literature is admirable for its content
as well as for its skillful construction. In the sacrificial laws, chapters
1-7, provision is made for the poor to bring more modest offerings if
they cannot afford the usual animals prescribed. Chapter 19 is
thought by some to reflect the highest ethical standards of the Hebrew
Bible. These passages exhort the members of the community to
respect their fathers and mothers and to leave the corners of the fields
for the poor and for the sojourners. The same chapter persuades the
individual that "you shall love your neighbor as yourself. . . " (v. 18).
Most relevant for thisvolume, chapter 19 also cautions the community
member not to curse the deaf nor to put a stumbling block before the
blind (v. 14).
Alongside these passages concerned with ethical behavior are
those that charge the descendants of Israel to adhere to standards for
sexual behavior or urge the maintenance of bodily purity. Chapters
18 and 20 list in detail forbidden partners for sexual intercourse.
Leviticus 12-15 establishes norms for physical purity and discusses
rituals required of those who have been affected by impurity. Leviticus
21-22 contains regulations designed for the priests, which set stricter
standards for sexual conduct and more exacting requirements for
physical purity than those commanded of laypeople.
Generally speaking, one major section of Leviticus envisions a goal
of preserving the divine presence in the sanctuary. (Hector Avalos
referred to this briefly in chapter 1 [page 411 .) The other pictures a
life in the land that aspires to holiness like that of YHWH's. Both aims
are fulfilled by means that are chiefly physical. Chapter 19 is concerned with the ethical treatment of others, but even the casual reader
is struck by the emphasis on an orderly physical world elsewhere in
the book. The literary style of the priestly writers seems to reflect this
desire for consistent material existence. Mary Douglas, the cultural
anthropologist, remarks on the physical inclination of these priestly
norms.
In short the idea of holiness was given an external, physical expression
in the wholeness of the body. . . Wholeness is also extended to signify
completeness in a social context. . . . Holiness requires that individuals
shall conform-tothe class to which they belong. And holiness requires
that different classes of things shall not be confused. To be holy is to
be whole, to be one; holiness is unity, integrity, perfection of the
individual and of the kind.'

I

VISUALIZING THE PERFECT CULT

Douglas is insightful about these physical standards. Her mistake
is to equate those standards with holiness. The writers of the Priestly
Torah never refer to a person as holy unless that person has been
consecrated to priestly service or to the temporary consecrated status
of the Nazirite. In the writings of the Holiness School, members of
the community are exhorted "to be holy," but they call no layperson
holy. Holiness seems to be a goal that cannot be attained. Nevertheless, as Douglas observes, in Leviticus physical flawlessness appears to
be the norm for embodiment. As Leviticus 21:16-24 indicates, to be
without blemish is a prerequisite for full priestly status.

I

STIGMA AS INTERPRETIVE FRAMEWORK

Since physical standards are established in part by devaluing alternatives, this chapter will explore the stigmatizing power of Leviticus
13-14 and Leviticus 21:16-24, the power of the texts to devalue
persons based on physical attributes or appearance. Crucial questions
asked of these two texts are: Is the rhetorical intention of this passage
to devalue certain individuals? What options are available to those
who would interpret these passages? How shall people in parish or
synagogue apply these texts to the question of who shall participate
or officiate in worship? Since stigma is a crucial issue for the passages
in this context, the overall aim of this chapter is informed by the
social/psychological theory of stigma.
Stigma was established as a pertinent and fruitful pursuit in sociology or social psychology by Erving Goffman's Stigma: Notes on the
Management of Spoiled ~dentity*Goffman is the first to define stigma as
a socially constructed phenomenon that deeply discredits a human
being on the basis of physical attribute, character, or "tribal" affiliation (race, nation, or religion). When a community has constructed
a stigma, it has made legitimate a particular kind of response to
difference, a response that classifies the person with a stigma as failing
to meet the community's standards of normalcy. "On this assumption
we exercise varieties of discrimination, through which we effectively,
if often unthinkingly, reduce his [sic.] life chances. We construct a
stigma-theory, an ideology to explain his inferiority and account for
the danger he represents." Societies develop specific terms that
describe stigma, terms that are invested with devaluing power-terms
like "cripple," "bastard," and "leper." Out of the immediate context,
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