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Burial Rights in the Hebrew Bible:
Natural Laws Against Positive Laws

Eun-Ae Lee
Lecturer at Ewha womans university

Miinchen Universitit, Dr. Theol.

Personal death and funerals/burying as a ritual of death are closely associated not only
with respect of and care for the human beings, but also with political, social, and cultural
customs, traditions, and laws. The death of an individual in the text of the Hebrew Bible
and in a Greek tragedy, which are discussed in this paper, is related to the politic situation
and the actual laws of the state. The mourning of a mother in the text of Hebrew Bible can
be understood as an ethical act that demands human dignity for the body of her son, who
is left unartended after his death, and thus as a gesture defying the country's laws of practice.
The ritual of Rizpa in front of the bodies of her dead son and relatives was understood to

be not only a mourning rite of death. But it also is an active political act to bury them in the
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ground through a proper funeral ceremony, which was the demand of the natural laws for
the restoration of the dignity of the human beings and to oppose the national law, which is
represented by the supreme national power, David.

In the Greck tragedy Antigone, Antigone buried the dead against Creon's law, which
prohibited the burial of Polyneices, and then she confronted her own death. Her actions
should be understood to be an independent and protesting political act that asks and
requires the community's responsibilities and obligations for the death of the human
beings. They were not just based on the sadness and loss, which gives priority to the home
rather than to the state and results from emotional responses based on private relationships,
but not on the universal principles of the community.

Natural laws are responsible for critically reviewing actual laws. That is, the orders of the
existing state cannot be absolute laws, and the fundamental order of the political and social
community cannot be arbitrary. In this sense, natural laws mean ‘political justice; and the
basis of justice is the human dignity. In other words, natural laws function to criticize actual
laws by showing the limits of actual laws on the moral and ethical level, and furthermore, it
functions to change actual laws in the community.

The above two texts show that the burial of human bodies is a legitimate duty in
harmony with nature and can be interpreted as a demand for universal natural laws. Ifitis a
request of national laws to prohibit the funeral of a person who died by the national power
or as a traitor to the state, the activity to bury a dead person in the grave according to proper
funeral procedures is based on the human dignity. Natural laws criticize national laws,
requires to renovate them, and eventually changes them, and thus it is a example which

shows a practical function of natural laws.
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