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Strength and dignity are her clothing . . .
She opens her mouth with wisdom, and the teaching of

kindness is on her tongue. (Proverbs 31:25–26)
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Introduction and Acknowledgments

Th e present volume collects the essays of the late Susan Haber on the topic of 
purity and impurity in early Judaism. Susan Haber was a doctoral student at the 
Department of Religious Studies at McMaster University who passed away in July 
2006 aft er a brief illness. Although she had not yet begun her dissertation, she al-
ready had several publications to her name, and she was in the process of revising 
several more articles and chapters for publication when she fell ill. 

At McMaster, Susan worked with several faculty members, but most closely with 
Eileen Schuller, who was the principal supervisor of her MA and doctoral work, 
as well as with Anders Runesson, and myself. Her interests were wide-ranging and 
included many topics from the role of covenant in the Hebrew Bible to spiritual-
ity in modern Judaism. Th e topic that was of greatest interest to her, however, was 
purity in early Judaism, and she had planned to write her dissertation on purity in 
the Dead Sea Scrolls. Th is book is a memorial to a talented individual who took 
scholarship very seriously. Its primary intention, however, is to contribute to the 
fi eld by ensuring that the excellent work that Susan had already done will be ac-
cessible to others. 

Purity is one issue that brings us face to face with the chronological and cultural 
distance between Judaism of antiquity and our modern sensibilities. Our secular 
culture has little place for the concept that one must attain a state of purity, unre-
lated to hygiene, in order to engage in certain activities. In the context of modern 
Judaism, the concept of purity pertains primarily to the so-called family purity 
laws, which regulate sexual relations in accordance with the women’s menstrual 
cycle, and the dietary laws, which specify some foods such as pork and shellfi sh 
as “unclean” and hence forbidden. In the ancient world, however, the concepts of 
purity and impurity were frequently used to defi ne the conditions that regulated 
access to the divine. Th roughout the ancient Near East, Egypt, Mesopotamia as 
well as in classical Greece and Rome, acts that were defi ned as sinful and states 
defi ned as impure were obstacles to worship. Purity was required not only for the 
priests but also for the vessels they used and the temple in which they used them. 
As in ancient Israel, water was the most common means of purifi cation, but other 
substances were also used.1

Th e notion of purity and its connection with holiness, the priesthood, and 
temples were well-established in the authoritative and foundational texts of Sec-
ond Temple Judaism, that is, the Hebrew scriptures, as well as in the Mediter-

1. Gordon Wenham, “Purity,” in Th e Biblical World (ed. John Barton; London: Rout-
ledge, 2002), 2:378–94. See also K. C. Hanson, Ritual and Ceremony in the Graeco-Roman 
World. A Select Classifi ed Bibliography (1970–1996) (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998).
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2 Introduction and Acknowledgments

ranean culture within which both the biblical and post-biblical perspectives were 
developed. Within Second Temple Judaism, purity—its legislation and its prac-
tice—was common to all groups. At the same time, purity laws and rituals were a 
means through which groups distinguished themselves from one another. More 
important, purity laws articulated particular ways of understanding holiness, the 
divine, and worship. In doing so, they were a major vehicle for Jewish views on the 
covenantal relationship between God and Israel, as well as between God and the 
individual Jew. 

Th e various groups within Judaism, including the Dead Sea community and 
nascent Christianity, took the Hebrew Bible as their starting point when it came to 
understanding and applying notions of purity and impurity. But the Bible did not 
answer all questions, nor did it address all situations, especially as society contin-
ued to develop and change. To whom does purity apply—to the priests only or to 
non-priestly individuals and groups as well? Is purity a condition that is relevant 
only for access to the temple and its rituals, or are there other aspects of daily life 
that must be conducted in a state of purity? Do the states of purity or impurity af-
fect only the status of the individual or do they have implications for the people as 
a whole, the state within which they live, and the land on which they dwell? Most 
elusive is the relationship between ritual purity and moral righteousness. Is purity 
primarily a ritual category that is morally neutral, or does purity also have ethical 
and moral dimensions? Related to this question is a literary consideration: is the 
biblical and post-biblical purity language always to be taken literally as a reference 
to the beliefs and practices around ritual purity or is it sometimes used metaphori-
cally? And if so, does the metaphorical usage amplify or, alternatively, replace the 
ritual practice of purity? 

Th e growing bibliography on purity and impurity in Second Temple Judaism 
testifi es to the current fascination with the topic as well as to its breadth. Th e pres-
ent volume does not claim to cover the fi eld in a comprehensive manner, but rather 
to explore a number of aspects that are at the forefront of scholarly study of purity 
and impurity today. Its comments with regard to specifi c texts and questions bring 
to life the ways in which purity and impurity functioned in the construction of 
identity of specifi c Jewish groups and also help to fl esh out one set of ideas and 
practices that were common to the Judaism in which these groups participated. 

Given the nature of the present volume, the attempt has been made to maintain 
the author’s distinct voice and viewpoint. Th e essays originated either as seminar 
papers for graduate courses at McMaster University, or as invited conference pre-
sentations. Th ose that have already been published in journals or edited volumes 
are reprinted here, with permission, in their original form except for such format-
ting changes as were necessary in order to conform to SBL style. Th e essays that 
have not been previously published have for the most part been edited to the same 
extent and in the same manner as is normally practiced by editors of antholo-
gies. Th at is to say, the editing has focused on minor revisions to language, style, 
structure, and content, although, on occasion, more substantial changes have been 
introduced. Th ese are clearly indicated in the summary below. 

Th e essays are grouped into three sections. Th e fi rst section contains three bib-
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liographic essays that analyze the secondary literature on purity in the Hebrew 
Bible, in Second Temple Judaism in general, and, fi nally, in the Dead Sea Scrolls. 
Th ese essays are drawn from the research project that Haber undertook for her 
MA degree. Th ey focus specifi cally on the issue of ritual and moral purity—the 
ways in which scholars have characterized the relationship between the sorts of 
impurities that one acquired in the normal course of everyday life, for example, 
through sexual activity and contact with the dead, and those that came about as a 
result of major sin, that is, through idolatry, homicide or sexual transgression. Th e 
fi rst chapter, on the Hebrew Bible, is the foundation for the second chapter, which 
concerns Second Temple Judaism in general, the third, which focuses on Qumran, 
and, indeed, the rest of the volume. Th e treatments of purity in the New Testament 
and in and rabbinic literature are not included in the survey, but arise as appropri-
ate in the second and third sections of the book. 

Th e second section includes four essays that relate to the theme of purity in a 
range of literature from the Second Temple period. Th ese essays explore the theme 
of purity in a literary context. Th eir aim is to discern both the literary and theo-
logical dimensions of purity rather than to reconstruct the historical period or the 
historical practice of purity.

Th e fi rst essay in this section, “Living and Dying for the Law: Th e Mother-
Martyrs of 2 Maccabees,” was originally published in the online journal Women in 
Judaism: A Multidisciplinary Journal 4, no. 1, in 2006.2 Th e martyr texts of 2 Mac-
cabees record the deaths of three mothers who sacrifi ced their lives, along with 
those of their sons, in order to uphold Jewish law under the persecution of Antio-
chus IV Epiphanes. Two of these anonymous women are briefl y mentioned as hav-
ing been sentenced to death for circumcising their sons, while a third is the subject 
of a lengthy account of martyrdom. Th is study examines the portrayal of all three 
women as both mothers and martyrs and demonstrates that these mother-martyrs 
lived for the Law in the same way as they died for the Law, taking on religious 
obligations that are traditionally attributed to men. In the background of this in-
teresting story is the belief that the land of Israel has been profoundly polluted by 
the grievous sin of idolatry. Th e martyrdom of the three mothers helps to purify 
the land by atoning for the sin of the people. Th eir sacrifi cial act demonstrates the 
profound commitment to God and to the observance of the laws that express the 
covenant between God and Israel and thereby paves the way for forgiveness and 
the return of the land to the Jewish people. 

Th e second essay, “Metaphor and Meaning in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” looks at the 
metaphorical usage of the language of purity and temple in the Dead Sea Scrolls 
and tackles the question of the relationship between the metaphorical and literal 
levels of meaning in the scrolls. Th is essay combines two studies that were prepara-
tory to a detailed examination of purity in Qumran. One of these studies, “When 
God Purifi es the Sinner: Metaphor and Meaning in the Hodayot and Th e Rule of 
the Community,” examined the metaphorical use of purity language in these two 
sets of texts. Th e second, “Community as Temple,” considered the theory that the 

2. Available online, http://jps.library.utoronto.ca/index.php/wjudaism/article/view/247.



4 Introduction and Acknowledgments

Dead Sea community, as refl ected in Th e Community Rule and Th e Damascus Doc-
ument, viewed itself literally as the substitute for or replacement of the temple in 
Jerusalem. Th is latter paper was never completed and hence could not stand alone, 
but because it too concerned the relationships between metaphorical and literal 
language, it has been revised and included as a complement to the fi rst study. 

Th e fi nal two papers in this section examine texts from the New Testament. “A 
Woman’s Touch: Feminist Encounters with the Hemorrhaging Woman in Mark 
5:24–34” was originally published in the Journal for the Study of the New Testament 
26, no. 2 (2003): 171–92. Th is essay discusses the hemorrhaging woman of Mark 
5:24–34 and asks two questions: (1) What is the signifi cance of the woman’s fl ow 
of blood? (2) How does Mark’s representation of the hemorrhaging women serve 
his rhetorical agenda? Th ese issues are addressed through an investigation of the 
pertinent biblical purity legislation, an analysis of the language in Mark 5:24–34, 
and an examination of Mark’s portrayal of the woman in the context of his rhetori-
cal agenda. Th is inquiry suggests that it is the woman’s health, and not her ritual 
purity, that is the primary concern of the miracle story. Th e signifi cance of her 
impurity cannot, however, be ignored. It remains an integral part of the narrative 
insofar as it is a consequence of her medical condition. But the point of the story, 
not least for feminist criticism, does not lie in any supposed critique of the purity 

laws. Th e Markan passages therefore should not be used to argue that Jesus abro-
gated Jewish purity legislation.

“From Priestly Torah to Christ Cultus: Th e Re-Vision of Cult in Hebrews” ap-
peared in the Journal for the Study of the New Testament 28, no. 1 (2005): 105–24. 
Th is study of Hebrews focuses on the epistle’s criticism of the Jewish covenant and 
cult and demonstrates that its persistent and systematic dismantling of the Leviti-
cal code, including the purity laws, is part of a larger polemic against Judaism.

Th e fi nal section consists of two social-historical studies on the role of purity in 
fi rst-century Jewish life. “Common Judaism, Common Synagogue? Purity, Holi-
ness, and Sacred Space at the Turn of the Common Era” was prepared for a con-
ference held at the University of Calgary in 2004 and appears in the volume from 
that conference, Common Judaism Explored: Second Temple Judaism in Context, 
edited by Wayne McCready and Adele Reinhartz (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2008). 
Th is essay takes E. P. Sanders’s concept of “common Judaism” as its starting point 
and asks whether the synagogue was “commonly” thought of as a place of sanctity 
such that ritual ablution was required before entering. Th e evidence points to con-
siderable diversity within the land of Israel with regard to the sanctity of the syna-
gogue; by contrast, Diaspora synagogues were generally considered to be sacred 
space, and worshipers were required to immerse themselves before entering. 

Th e concluding paper, “Going Up to Jerusalem: Purity, Pilgrimage, and the His-
torical Jesus,” was prepared for the Travel and Religion in Antiquity Seminar of the 
Canadian Society for Biblical Studies in 2006 and will be reprinted in the volume 
of essays to be published from the seminar (edited by Philip Harland). Th is essay 
considers the question of whether Jesus would have purifi ed himself before entering 
the temple when he went on pilgrimage to Jerusalem. It concludes that Jesus, like his 
co-religionists, would have participated in all the pilgrimage rites, including purifi -
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cation. Th at being the case, the synoptic traditions regarding Jesus’ activities at the 
temple can be best explained by the practice of fi rst-day ablutions. By immersing in 
the mikveh upon his arrival in Jerusalem, Jesus not only initiated the purifi catory 
rite pertaining to corpse impurity, he also attained an intermittent level of purity 
that allowed him access to the outer court of the temple.

Hebrew quotations from the Dead Sea Scrolls are taken from Florentino García 
Martínez and Eibert J. C. Tigchelaar, Th e Dead Sea Scrolls Study Edition (2 vols.; 
Leiden and New York: Brill, 1997). Th e mode of citation of the Scrolls follows that 
of García Martínez and Tigchelaar. English translations of the Qumran material 
are original to Susan Haber, except as noted. Th e New Jewish Publication Society 
translation is used for most of the quotations from the Hebrew Bible. Exceptions 
are indicated in the footnotes. Th e New Revised Standard Version is used for the 
English translation of passages from the New Testament and Apocrypha. Occa-
sional and very brief repetition of material is due to the fact that some of the chap-
ters were originally published as separate articles.

I regret very much the sad circumstances that have given rise to this volume, 
which gives only a hint of the scholarly contribution that Susan Haber would have 
made. Nevertheless, it has been both comforting and pleasurable to work on these 
essays, from which I have also learned much. My profound thanks go to Susan’s 
husband, Stephen Haber, for access to Susan’s computer and academic papers and, 
even more, for his act of extraordinary kindness in giving me the opportunity to 
visit with Susan one last time. My thanks also to Susan’s rabbi, David Seed, for his 
encouragement and his wisdom. 

A number of colleagues and students were very helpful throughout the process 
of preparing these essays for publication. Eileen Schuller and Anders Runesson, 
of the Department of Religious Studies at McMaster University, provided edito-
rial advice for a number of the essays. Ken Penner, professor at Acadia University, 
and a former graduate student colleague of Susan’s at McMaster, provided invalu-
able assistance with the Greek and Hebrew fonts. Ruth Clements, head of English 
Publications for the Orion Center for the Study of the Dead Sea Scrolls, Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem, provided valuable bibliographic help. Eileen Morrison, 
doctoral candidate at the University of Toronto and one of Susan’s many friends, 
provided encouragement in the early stages of the project, and Steven Scott, my 
research assistant and a doctoral candidate at the University of Ottawa, did the 
formatting and created the bibliography. Shoshana Walfi sh returned from Africa 
just in time to help with the indexing and fi nal proofreading. Judith Newman, 
editor of the Early Judaism and Its Literatures series, as well as Leigh Andersen 
and Bob Buller of the Society of Biblical Literature ensured that this book ap-
peared in an appropriate series and in a timely manner. Finally, I wish to express 
my appreciation to the University of Ottawa for research support, and to the 
National and University Library of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, where I 
prepared the fi nal manuscript in the fi ne company of the Library Ladies. Susan’s 
full-time doctoral studies were supported by the most competitive and pres-
tigious doctoral award available in Canada, the Canada Graduate Scholarship 
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(through the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council), as well as by 
McMaster University. 

Th ere is no doubt that Susan would have dedicated her dissertation and fi rst 
book to her family: her husband, Stephen, and their children Gillian, Jeremy, and 
Joshua. Susan’s family stood fi rst in her life, and they in turn gave her all their love 
and support when she decided to continue her studies, complete a master’s degree, 
and work full-time toward her doctorate. As editor, however, I dedicate this par-
ticular book to Susan’s memory, as a token of our friendship.

Adele Reinhartz
University of Ottawa
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1

Ritual and Moral Purity and
Impurity in the Hebrew Bible

Any approach to the topic of purity and impurity in Second Temple Judaism 
must begin with the biblical understanding of these concepts. One reason lies in 
the impact of the Bible on Jews in the Second Temple period; it was through the 
interpretation of the biblical concepts of purity and impurity that the various com-
munities of the Second Temple period established their own distinct attitudes to-
ward defi lement. A second reason lies in the ongoing importance of the Bible to 
scholars of Second Temple–period Judaism, who, recognizing this fundamental 
continuity between pre- and post-exilic concepts of impurity, have relied heavily 
on biblical scholarship in analyzing ritual and impurity in post-biblical Judaism.

Th e Bible has numerous things to say about purity and impurity. One of the 
most interesting themes, however, is the relationship between ritual impurity and 
moral impurity. According to modern biblical scholarship, the Pentateuch articu-
lates these two types of impurity in two separate literary constructs: ritual impu-
rity, in the priestly source (P), and moral impurity or sin, in the holiness source 
(H).1 Our review of the scholarship will focus on these two strata.2 

David Zvi Hoff mann (1843–1921) has been credited as the fi rst modern scholar 

1. Th e priestly source (P) consists of Lev 1–16 as well as various verses in Genesis, Exo-
dus, and Numbers. In addition to Lev 17–27, the holiness source (H) also contains verses 
from Genesis, Exodus, and Numbers. Th e last eleven chapters of Leviticus (Lev 17–27) are 
conventionally referred to as the Holiness Code. Th is study follows Milgrom in assum-
ing that P and H are distinct sources originating in the pre-exilic period (Jacob Milgrom, 
Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary [AB 3; New York: 
Doubleday, 1991], 3–42); idem, Leviticus 17–22: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary [AB 3A; New York: Doubleday, 2000], 1319–67. On the priority of P over H 
and the dates of P and H, see Israel Knohl, Th e Sanctuary of Silence: Th e Priestly Torah and 
the Holiness School (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995),1–45, 199–244.

2. Scholars also make occasional reference to related purity texts in Deuteronomy and 
Ezekiel, the latter of which is considered a priestly writing. See, for example, the discussion 
of biblical purity in Tikvah Simone Frymer-Kensky, “Pollution, Purifi cation, and Purga-
tion in Biblical Israel,” in Th e Word of the Lord Shall Go Forth: Essays in Honor of David 
Noel Freedman in Celebration of His Sixtieth Birthday (ed. C. L. Meyers and M. O’Connor; 
Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1983), 399–410. It should be noted that there are also refer-
ences to impurity in such postexilic biblical texts as Ezra and Nehemiah.

9
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clearly to identify two types of defi lement in the priestly writings.3 Building on 
Hoff mann’s work, Adolph Büchler (1867–1939) distinguished between natural 
“levitical” impurities and “religious” defi lements that are caused by sin. More 
recent scholarship on ritual and moral impurity was initiated with the publica-
tion of Mary Douglas’s comparative study Purity and Danger (1966). In the 1970s 
and 1980s, Jacob Neusner, Jacob Milgrom, and Tikva Frymer-Kensky presented 
their own formulations of the Israelite impurity system. As Milgrom continued 
his research into the 1990s, his former student, David P. Wright, added to the pu-
rity discussion by off ering his own interpretation of the Israelite impurity system. 
Building on the work of these scholars, Jonathan Klawans refocused the impurity 
discussion by emphasizing the distinction between ritual and moral impurity. 

Each of these scholars has made a signifi cant contribution to the discussion on 
ritual and moral impurity. Interestingly, however, the scholarship in this area re-
mains somewhat unbalanced. Th e survey below will show that while the impurity 
system associated with P has been well defi ned and debated, allowing for disagree-
ments over details, the moral impurities associated with H have not received the 
attention they deserve. Although there have been attempts to describe and classify 
these laws, there has not, as yet, been a systematic approach that facilitates an un-
derstanding of the underlying theological structure that unites them. 

I. Early-Twentieth-Century Biblical Scholarship

David Z. Hoff mann
In his seminal work on Leviticus, David Zvi Hoff mann conceptualizes an im-

purity system in which there are two distinct perceptions of defi lement.4 Th e fi rst 
is twywgh t)mw+, a bodily defi lement that stands in opposition to purity.5 Hoff mann 
classifi es the sources of bodily impurity according to a threefold system.6 At the 
fi rst level, impurity is contracted through contact with death, including human 
corpses (Num 19) and certain animal carcasses (Lev 11:24–40; 22:5). Th e second 
level is concerned with regular and irregular genital discharges of men and women 
(Lev 15), impurity from childbirth (Lev 12), and leprosy (Lev 14). Th e third is 
caused by contact with ritual objects that render the individual impure, including 
the scapegoat (Lev 16:26), the burnt t)+x or sin-off ering (Lev 16: 27–28) and the 
ashes for the waters of lustration (Num 19:7–10). According to Hoff mann, these 
forms of bodily impurity are all transferable in the sense that impurity can be 

3. Jonathan Klawans, Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2000), 13.

4. David Zvi Hoff mann, Sefer va-Yikra Meforash (trans. Z. Har Shefer and A. Liber-
man; 2 vols.; Jerusalem: Mossad HaRav Kook, 1952, 1953); trans. of Das Buch Leviticus 
(2 vols.; Berlin: M. Poppelauer, 1913, 1922). As Klawans notes, Hoff mann is not original 
in his perception of two forms of defi lement. Rather, this dual concept of impurity can be 
traced to rabbinic sources (b. Yoma 80b) and is also found in the biblical interpretations of 
such medieval Jewish commentators as Ibn Ezra, Rashi, and Nachmanides. See Klawans, 
Impurity and Sin, 13 n. 59.

5. Hoff mann, Sefer va-Yikra, 1:212.
6. On Hoff mann’s classifi cation of bodily impurities, see ibid., 1:212–13.
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passed to other individuals or objects upon contact. Th is state of impurity, how-
ever, is temporary, as it can be ameliorated by rituals of purifi cation.7

Th e second form of impurity is tw#wdqh t)mw+, a defi lement that stands in op-
position to holiness.8 Th is form of impurity arises from sinful behavior, such as the 
eating of forbidden foods, acts of idolatry, and the violation of sexual prohibitions. 
According to Hoff mann, impurities of this sort do not aff ect the body of the indi-
vidual in the same way as twywgh t)mw+.9 Rather, these impurities defi le the inner 
being, or soul, of the individual (Lev 11:43; 19:31) and, by extension, cause defi le-
ment of the land and the exile of its inhabitants (Lev 18:24–25). Th us, suggests 
Hoff man, tw#wdqh t)mw+ is in fact tw#pnh t)mw+, a defi lement of the soul.10 

In contrasting these two forms of impurity, Hoff mann uses a concept of body-
soul duality that would have been quite foreign to the priestly writer. Indeed, the 
term #pn in the priestly strata may refer to a “person” or to “a man or a woman,” 
but never does it refer to the “soul.” Hoff mann’s equation of tw#wdqh t)mw+ with 
tw#pnh t)mw+ may be appealing to the modern exegete, but the anachronistic 
use of the latter phrase does little to illuminate the biblical text in its contextual 
framework. By contrast, Hoff mann’s original distinction between twywgh t)mw+ 
and tw#wdqh t)mw+ is much more refl ective of the priestly understanding of the 
world—a place where the physical and the holy were related categories.

Hoff mann’s distinction between two types of impurities—one standing in op-
position to purity, and the other in opposition to holiness—is grounded in his 
syntactical analysis of the text. He suggests that occurrences of the expression 
`l )m+ refer to instances of twywgh t)mw+, bodily defi lement, whereas the usage of 
`b )m+ indicates tw#wdqh t)mw+, defi lement of the holy or sacred.11 Whether this 
grammatical diff erentiation stands up to close scrutiny is unclear. Nevertheless, 
Hoff mann’s analysis demonstrates his remarkable attention to detail and his sensi-
tivity to the nuances in the biblical text. His insights would prove useful to future 
scholars, such as Jacob Milgrom, who relies heavily on Hoff man’s scholarship. 

Adolph Büchler

Adolph Büchler’s Studies in Sin and Atonement in the Rabbinic Literature of the 
First Century posits a continuum between the biblical and post-biblical periods.12 
Most pertinent to the theme of purity and impurity is Büchler’s chapter on the 

7. Ibid., 1:212.
8. Ibid.
9. In his review of Hoff mann’s scholarship, Klawans points out that Hoff mann can be 

easily misunderstood on this point. He states: “Although he [Hoff mann] does emphasize 
the defi ling eff ect that sins have upon the soul, he believes that this defi lement aff ects the 
body of the sinner as well. Yet the body of the sinner is not aff ected in the same way as the 
body of one who is ritually defi led” (Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 13–14).

10. Hoff mann, Sefer va-Yikra, 1:212. Th e term #pn is translated as “seele” in the German 
original (Das Buch Leviticus, 1:303.)

11. Hoff mann, Sefer va-Yikra, 1:236.
12. Adolph Büchler, Studies in Sin and Atonement in the Rabbinic Literature of the First 

Century (London: Oxford University Press, 1928; repr., New York: Ktav, 1967).
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defi ling force of sin in the Bible. Here he argues that there are two categories of 
biblical defi lement: a “levitical” defi lement presumably associated with ritual law 
and a “religious” or “spiritual” defi lement that is caused by sin.13 Büchler does not 
elaborate on the concept of levitical impurity, but rather emphasizes religious im-
purity and its relationship to sin.14 He asserts that the land of Israel is defi led by 
grave sins such as idolatry (Lev 18:1–28; Jer 2:4–28; 16:18; Ezek 36:17–18), blood-
shed (Num 35:33; Ezra 9:11), and sexual sins (Lev 18:24–30; Deut 21:23; 24:4).15 
According to Büchler, these sins do not in any way pollute the land in a levitical 
sense. Rather, this form of defi lement should be regarded as religious, spiritual, or 
moral. Accordingly, the use of purity language in these contexts should be read 
metaphorically rather than literally.

Büchler is among the few scholars who seriously consider the notion of the 
defi ling force of sin. Lacking, however, is a clear classifi cation of religious impu-
rity.16 Whereas Büchler indicates that religious impurity is not the same as levitical 
impurity, he does not defi ne either form of defi lement. Moreover, the defi lement 
process itself remains ambiguous. In the case of idolatry, the sin appears to pollute 
the land directly. Yet, when referring to sexual sin, Büchler suggests that the sin 
“fi rst defi les the person who commits it . . . and the persons in their turn defi le the 
land.”17 It is not clear whether Büchler conceives of two separate mechanisms of 
defi lement—one that pollutes the individual and a second that pollutes the land—
or whether he is implying that all forms of impurity contain an element that defi les 
the individual. 

As Klawans notes, Büchler’s scholarship did not have a major impact on sub-
sequent scholarship.18 Th is may be due at least in part to his diffi  cult prose and 
the absence of a fi xed terminology to describe the phenomena related to impu-
rity. Klawans rightly suggests that the use of multiple terms—“moral,” “spiritual,” 
and “religious”—to refer to a single form of defi lement creates confusion for the 
reader.19 

13. Büchler is here building on the distinction made earlier by David Z. Hoff man (Sefer 
va-Yikra, 1:212).

14. Harrington opposes “Büchler’s eff ort to downplay the role of ritual impurity. . . . ” I 
would suggest, however, that Büchler’s omission of issues concerned with levitical impurity 
does not deny the importance of the phenomenon. It is just not relevant to the discussion 
on the defi ling force of sin. See Hannah K. Harrington, Th e Impurity Systems of Qumran 
and the Rabbis: Biblical Foundations (SBLDS 143; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1993), 2–3.

15. Büchler, Studies, 212–37.
16. Büchler’s work is very much a product of its time, and its weaknesses may be par-

tially attributed to his outdated methodology. 
17. Büchler, Studies, 221.
18. Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 5–6.
19. Similarly, Klawans (ibid.) notes that Büchler continually shift s from “purity” to 

“cleanness” and from “purify” to “cleanse.”
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II. Recent Biblical Scholarship

Mary Douglas

Contemporary scholarship on impurity in the Hebrew Bible has been greatly in-
fl uenced by the anthropological work of Mary Douglas. Of particular signifi cance 
is Douglas’s 1966 comparative study, Purity and Danger, in which she presents 
a sustained inquiry into the relationship between pollution behavior and social 
structure. In the fi eld of biblical studies, this book has not only stimulated interest 
in the topic of pollution but also provided the theoretical framework for all sub-
sequent scholarly discussions on biblical impurity.20 Although some of Douglas’s 
ideas have been refuted and sometimes even proven to be erroneous, many of her 
original assertions have endured.21

In Purity and Danger, Douglas contends that notions of impurity and taboo are 
frequently associated with anomalous people, objects, or situations. Th ese notions 
are not exclusively associated with “primitive” peoples. Rather, all sorts of peoples, 
including those of so-called higher religions, have concepts of dirt and pollution 
that are structurally similar. For Douglas, “the diff erence between pollution be-
haviour in one part of the world and another is only a matter of detail.”22 In this 
way, Douglas removes the conceptual barrier between primitive and non-primi-
tive religions that had been an essential feature of anthropological enquiry from 
the nineteenth century.

From a biblical studies perspective, one of Douglas’s most prominent contribu-
tions is her systematization of cultural impurity practices. According to Douglas, 
dirt “is never a unique, isolated event. Where there is dirt there is system. Dirt 
is the by-product of a systematic ordering and classifi cation of matter, insofar as 
ordering involves rejecting inappropriate elements.”23 Dirt is simply “matter out 
of place.”24 By analogy, polluted objects or people are those which fall outside des-
ignated categories, as defi ned by a given impurity system. Th us defi lement is not 

20. Klawans (ibid., 8) goes as far as to say that “virtually every academically oriented 
treatment of impurity in ancient Israel since 1966 has built on Douglas’s work in some 
way.”

21. Douglas’s symbolic interpretation of the Israelite dietary laws has been largely dis-
credited by Milgrom (Leviticus 1–16, 719–21, 726–28). In light of such criticism, Douglas 
has subsequently reevaluated her scholarly position in this area, and retracted much of what 
she initially wrote concerning “the Abominations of Leviticus.” See the preface to the Rout-
ledge Classics edition (London: 2002) of Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concepts of 
Pollution and Taboo, xiii–xvi. For a fuller analysis of Purity and Danger, see Richard Fardon, 
Mary Douglas: An Intellectual Biography (London: Routledge, 1999), 75–101; Klawans, Im-
purity and Sin, 7–10. An analysis of Douglas’s work in its historical context may be found in 
Howard Eilberg-Schwartz, Th e Savage in Judaism: An Anthropology of Israelite Religion and 
Ancient Judaism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990), 75–84.

22. Douglas, Purity and Danger, 43.
23. Ibid., 44.
24. Ibid.
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an isolated element but, rather, a by-product of a greater organizational structure. 
She states: 

Defi lement is never an isolated event. It cannot occur except in view of a system-
atic ordering of ideas. Hence any piecemeal interpretation of pollution rules of 
another culture is bound to fail. For the only way in which pollution ideas make 
sense is in reference to a total structure of thought whose key-stone, boundaries, 
margins and internal lines are held in relation by rituals of separation.25

Although some biblical scholars are not convinced by Douglas’s defi nition of de-
fi lement-dirt as matter out of place, none has challenged the fundamental idea 
of cultural impurity systems.26 Indeed, it was this premise that initiated the trend 
in biblical scholarship toward a holistic understanding of the Israelite impurity 
laws.

Douglas proposes a symbolic understanding of systems of defi lement. In her 
view, ritual symbolism is “an attempt to create and maintain a particular culture 
[and] a particular set of assumptions.”27 Symbolic systems of impurity therefore 
have a social function: they infl uence and control human behavior and interac-
tion. In a given culture, the transgression of impurity laws is perceived as the phys-
ical crossing of the social barrier and is treated as a dangerous pollution associated 
with severe consequences.28 

Implicit in this formulation is an association between pollution and moral-
ity—the issue that is central to our inquiry. In this regard, Douglas is quite mis-
taken in her assessment that “a polluting person is always in the wrong.”29 Th is 
conclusion is simply not supported by the biblical text. Her analysis, however, is 
more nuanced than this summary statement would suggest. In fact she describes 
the relationship between impurity and sin in a highly complex way according to 
which purity regulations highlight only a small proportion of morally disapproved 
behaviors.30

25. Ibid., 51.
26. Milgrom, for example, is not entirely convinced that this defi nition is useful. He cites 

the work of Anna S. Meigs, who argues that although many phenomena may be out of place, 
only a few may be considered pollutants. It is only when such phenomena threaten to gain 
access to one’s body that they are deemed polluting (Anna S. Meigs, “A Papuan Perspective 
on Pollution,” Man 13 [1978]: 304–18). Milgrom suggests that Meigs’s theory of pollution is 
“closer to the mark” than Douglas’s theory of dirt (Leviticus 1–16, 721). In his view the latter 
premise has proved helpful but ultimately inadequate for explaining the animal classifi ca-
tion of Lev 11. Commenting on this debate, Klawans (Impurity and Sin, 165 n. 30) suggests 
that Douglas’s detractors have pushed her defi nition too far. In his view, Douglas had never 
intended to suggest that all matter out of place is defi ling. Rather, in his view, she simply 
wished to convey the idea that impure objects and people fall outside the categories defi ned 
by the system in question.

27. Douglas, Purity and Danger, 158.
28. Ibid., 172.
29. Ibid., 140. Douglas is confl ating the two categories of ritual and moral impurity and 

assuming that the pollution of the individual is the consequence of some misdeed. 
30. Douglas, Purity and Danger, 160; see Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 9.
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Douglas’s systematization of cultural impurity practices off ered a new and more 
comprehensive approach to the levitical purity laws.31 Among them were Jacob 
Neusner and Jacob Milgrom, both of whom used Douglas’s concept of an impurity 
system as the basis for their own studies of the biblical impurity laws. 

Jacob Neusner

In his 1973 book, Th e Idea of Purity, Jacob Neusner presents a broad survey 
of sources on ancient Jewish impurity law, including literature from the biblical, 
Second Temple, and rabbinic periods. Of particular signifi cance is the fact that he 
has collected and arranged the relevant sources according to particular stages in 
history. Neusner’s principal interest was in the rabbinic ideas and laws pertaining 
to impurity.32 Nevertheless, his treatment of impurity in the Second Temple period 
remains valuable in its own right and thus requires further examination.

For Neusner, ideas about impurity in the Second Temple period are based on 
the biblical legacy—that is, the biblical writings as they would have been known 
in the third century b.c.e.33 Within this biblical corpus, Neusner identifi es two 
distinct concepts relating to purity and impurity. He writes: 

Two important ideas about purity and impurity come down from ancient Israel: 
fi rst, purity and impurity are cultic matters; second, they may serve as metaphors 
for moral and religious behaviour, primarily in regard to matters of sex, idolatry, 
and unethical action.34

Th e fi rst idea of impurity is derived from the laws of ritual impurity articulated 
in the priestly law code. According to Neusner, these laws utilize the categories 
of purity and impurity primarily with reference to the cult.35 Th ose who are pure 
may participate in the cult, whereas those who are impure are prohibited from any 
contact with the sacred. Th us the laws governing such primitive taboos as corpse 

31. In the early 1990s, Douglas revisited much of what she wrote in Purity in Danger. 
Infl uenced by the work of Milgrom and other biblical scholars, Douglas furthered her 
knowledge of biblical Hebrew in order better to understand priestly law and its related nar-
rative. Th e two books that resulted from this endeavour—one on Leviticus and the other 
on Numbers—were markedly diff erent from her earlier work in both their scope and their 
basic understanding of the Israelite purity system. In her later work, she expresses the con-
viction that the Israelite purity system is distinctive. She writes: “[T]he more that we study 
and compare taboo systems around the world, the less the defi lement laws of Judaism seem 
to have in common with them.” See Mary Douglas, In the Wilderness: Th e Doctrine of De-
fi lement in the Book of Numbers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 153. For a more 
thorough analysis of Douglas’s more recent work, see Fardon, Mary Douglas, 185–205; Kla-
wans, Impurity and Sin, 18–19.

32. Jacob Neusner, Th e Idea of Purity in Ancient Judaism (Leiden: Brill, 1973), 3.
33. In discussing a “biblical legacy,” Neusner expresses no interest in diff erentiating be-

tween biblical strata (e.g., P and H), but rather prefers to treat isolated passages in order to 
identify ideas about purity. Th is approach to the Hebrew Bible is much more refl ective of 
rabbinic methods of interpretation than of biblical scholarship.

34. Neusner, Th e Idea, 108; cf. 11.
35. Ibid., 15.
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contamination and bodily discharges all share a primary ideological motif: the 
maintenance of cultic purity.36 Th is primary concern for the purity of the cult is 
extended to include the priesthood, the land, and the people.

Th e second idea of impurity derived from biblical literature is concerned with 
the usage of purity and impurity as metaphors for moral behavior.37 According to 
Neusner, impurity oft en is used to symbolize a rejection of God and therefore by 
God, whereas its opposite, purity, is an indication of divine acceptance. Closely 
related to this dichotomy is the frequent biblical allusion to idolatry—the ultimate 
rejection of God—as a major source of impurity. Another metaphorical usage of 
impurity may be found in the biblical treatment of sexual transgressions. Whereas 
illicit sexual relationships cause impurity and are a sign of moral evil, marital fi del-
ity is symbolic of moral blamelessness. Finally, the metaphor of impurity extends 
to the land, which may be made unclean by evil doings, especially those relating 
to idolatry. 

For Neusner, the two ideas of impurity are related to Jewish law in two diff erent 
ways.38 Cultic impurity is by nature concerned with the details of the purity laws 
and the questions of how to restore and maintain purity. Metaphorical purity and 
impurity, on the other hand, are indiff erent to the actual details of priestly law.39 
Th ese distinctions are not entirely convincing. In her critique of Neusner’s schol-
arship, which was published as an appendix to his book, Mary Douglas rejects 
the idea of metaphorical impurity. She argues that all the biblical texts related to 
impurity are part of a single symbolic system, which sustains “the whole moral and 
physical universe simultaneously in their systematic interrelatedness.”40 Klawans 
agrees, stating that “one cannot simply describe biblical uses of impurity language 
as either cultic or metaphorical.”41

When Neusner goes beyond his dichotomy, he ultimately relates both ideas of 
impurity back to the temple. Just as ritual impurity is associated with the cult, so 
too does the metaphor of impurity originate in the association of purity with the 
temple:

Th e Temple supplied to purity its importance in the religious life. As the Temple 
signifi ed divine favour, and as the cult supplied the nexus between Israel and 
God, so purity, associated so closely with both, could readily serve as an image 
either of divine favor or of man’s loyalty to god. From that fact followed the as-
signment of impurity to all that stood against the Temple, the cult, and God: 
idolatry fi rst of all.42 

36. Ibid., 24.
37. On the meanings of the biblical metaphors assigned to impurity, see ibid., 13–15.
38. Ibid., 25.
39. Ibid., 15.
40. Mary Douglas, “Critique and Commentary,” in Th e Idea of Purity in Ancient Judaism, 

by Jacob Neusner (Leiden: Brill, 1973), 140. Klawans indicates that Neusner subsequently 
accepted Douglas’ point. See his discussion in Impurity and Sin, 10–12, esp. n. 47.

41. Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 11.
42. Neusner, Th e Idea, 15.
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Th is association between purity and the temple is fundamental to Neusner’s un-
derstanding of purity issues in ancient Israel and provides the framework for his 
scholarship on purity in post-exilic Judaism, as we shall see in chapter 2. 

Jacob Milgrom 

No scholar has contributed more to our understanding of purity in the Bible 
than Jacob Milgrom. In his three-volume, 2,700-page commentary on Leviticus—
perhaps the most thorough academic work of its kind—Milgrom provides com-
prehensive explanations of the various details of the purity laws.43 In addition, he 
has published numerous articles on various aspects of the purity laws. 

In his article “Israel’s Sanctuary: Th e Priestly ‘Picture of Dorian Gray,’ ” Milgrom 
argues that the t)+x, commonly referred to as a “sin-off ering,” is not a ritual of 
atonement, but a ritual of purifi cation.44 For this reason, he argues, the term t)+x 
is more accurately translated as “purifi cation-off ering.”45 According to Milgrom, 
what is purifi ed is not the off erer but, rather, the altar and the sanctuary, both of 
which become defi led by major forms of ritual and moral impurity. 

Milgrom identifi es two sets of circumstances in which levitical law requires 
the off ering of a t)+x. Th e fi rst pertains to an individual who has suff ered from a 
major form of impurity resulting from childbirth, leprosy, or an irregular genital 
discharge (Lev 12–15).46 In each instance, the individual is required physically to 
purify him/herself through ritual ablutions and to bring an off ering of a t)+x to 
the sanctuary. Th e second circumstance concerns the individual who has com-
mitted an inadvertent sin.47 According to Milgrom, the inadvertence (hgg#b) of 
the violation, combined with the guilt (M#)) of the sinner, serves to “spiritually” 
purify the individual of the sin, in much the same way as ritual ablution removes 
physical impurity.48 It is only aft er this inner purifi cation is realized that the indi-
vidual brings a t)+x off ering to the sanctuary. 

Milgrom demonstrates that in all cases in which a t)+x is required, the purifi -
cation of the individual, be it external or internal, is attained prior to the off ering of 

43. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary 
(AB 3, 3A, 3B; New York: Doubleday, 1991–2001). For a review of aspects of ritual and 
moral purity in Milgrom’s commentary, see Jonathan Klawans, “Ritual Purity, Moral Purity, 
and Sacrifi ce in Jacob Milgrom’s Leviticus,” RelSRev 29, no. 1 (2003): 19–28.

44. Jacob Milgrom, “Israel’s Sanctuary: Th e Priestly ‘Picture of Dorian Gray,’ ” Revue 
Biblique 83 (1976): 390–99; cf. idem, Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with Introduction 
and Commentary (AB 3; New York: Doubleday, 1991), 253–92. 

45. Cf. Jacob Milgrom, “Sin-Off ering, or Purifi cation-Off ering?” VT 21 (1971): 237–39.
46. A listing of the major physical impurities that require a t)+x can be found in Mil-

grom, Leviticus 1–16, 990. It should be noted that in this early article Milgrom translates 
t(rc as “leprosy.” In his later work, however, he argues that the condition described in the 
levitical text is unrelated to the modern form of leprosy (Hansen’s disease). Accordingly, 
he suggests that the term t(rc is more accurately translated as “scale disease.” See ibid., 
816–20.

47. See, e.g., Lev 4.
48. Milgrom, “Israel’s Sanctuary,” 390 (= Leviticus 1–16, 254).
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the sacrifi ce. For this reason, it is clear that the object of purifi cation of the t)+x 
is not the off erer, but the sanctuary. Th e blood of the off ering is never applied to 
the individual, but is used to purge the sanctuary and its most sacred objects from 
impurity on behalf of the individual off ering the sacrifi ce. Severe physical impurity 
and inadvertent sin not only aff ect the individual but also have a secondary conse-
quence in that they indirectly defi le the sanctuary. Th is defi lement is conceived as 
a kind of aerial miasma that is attracted to the realm of the sacred. 49 Th e purpose 
of the t)+x, then, is to purge “the most sacred objects and areas of the sanctuary 
on behalf of the person who caused their contamination by his physical impurity 
or inadvertent off ence.”50 

Th e process of defi lement of the sanctuary occurs on three diff erent levels.51 On 
the fi rst level, it is the individual’s severe physical impurity or inadvertent sin that 
pollutes the outer altar. Th e priest purges this impurity by daubing the horns of the 
altar with the blood of the t)+x (Lev 4:25, 30; 9:9). A second and more serious 
level of impurity, caused by the inadvertent sin of the high priest or the entire com-
munity, defi les the shrine. Th e high priest eliminates this impurity by sprinkling 
the blood of the t)+x on the inner altar, in front of the veil (Lev 4:5–7, 16–18). 
Th e third and most severe form of impurity is caused by wanton, unrepented sin. 
Th is form of impurity not only pollutes the outer altar, it also penetrates the shrine, 
pierces the veil to the holy ark, and pollutes the adytum (Holy of Holies). Since 
the wanton sinner is not permitted to bring a t)+x (Num 15:27–31), this form 
of pollution can be eliminated only through the Day of Atonement rituals, which 
include purgation of both the inner and outer altar (Lev 16:16–19).

Milgrom’s thesis suggests that the severity of an impurity or sin is directly pro-
portional to the degree to which the impurity penetrates the sanctuary. In priestly 
theology the pollution of the sanctuary is considered very dangerous: if the impu-
rity accumulates beyond a tolerable level, the God of Israel would leave the earthly 
abode and no longer dwell in the midst of the people.52 

Th e importance of Milgrom’s theory is twofold. First, he describes a process 
by which impurity can contaminate the sacred realm, even from afar. Th is contri-
bution, alone, has greatly infl uenced our understanding of the priestly laws and 
their underlying theology in that it elucidates the relationship between sin and im-
purity. Second, he follows Hoff mann and Büchler in distinguishing between two 
types of impurity, one caused by severe physical defi lement and the other caused 
by sin. Th is point, touched on in “Israel’s Sanctuary,” is further developed in his 
later article, “Rationale for Cultic Law: Th e Case of Impurity.”53 Here he argues that 
in the two uses of the t)+x, we fi nd “the distinction between . . . physically and 

49. Ibid., 392 (= Leviticus 1–16, 256–57).
50. Ibid., 391 (= Leviticus 1–16, 256).
51. On the graded levels of sancta pollution and its amelioration, see ibid., 393 (= Le-

viticus 1–16, 257).
52. Ibid., 396–97 (= Leviticus 1–16, 258–59).
53. Jacob Milgrom, “Rationale for Cultic Law: Th e Case of Impurity,” Semeia 45 (1989): 

103–9.
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morally generated impurity.”54 In the case of the physical or ritual impurity, the 
cause of the defi lement is designated as h)m+, impurity, and the eff ect of the t)+x 
is summarized as follows: rpkw rh+w . . . wt)m+m rh+mh-l(, “And he [the priest] 
shall eff ect purgation on behalf of the one who is purifying himself for his impurity 
. . . and he shall be pure” (Lev 14:19). Th e ritually impure brings a sacrifi ce for the 
purpose of purifi cation. Th e inadvertent sinner, however, does not merely seek pu-
rifi cation but, rather, forgiveness on account of the )+x, or sin.55 Th e text indicates 
that forgiveness is, indeed, achieved: “And the priest shall eff ect purgation on his 
behalf for his wrong that he may be forgiven” (Lev 4:26).

Further evidence to support the distinction between ritually and morally gen-
erated impurities can be found in the Day of Atonement ritual. During the ritual 
two goats are used. Th e fi rst goat, selected for God, is sacrifi ced. It is the blood of 
this t)+x that purges the sanctuary of its t)m+, “impurities” (Lev 16:19–21). Th e 
second is the scapegoat, over which the high priest confesses all the tnw(, “iniqui-
ties,” of the people (Lev 16:21). In Milgrom’s view, the use of the terms t)m+ and 
tnw( in connection with the two goats clearly shows a distinction between two 
kinds of impurity: the sacrifi cial blood of the t)+x purges the physical impurity of 
the sanctuary, while the scapegoat purges the moral impurity of the people.56

Milgrom further contributes to the discussion on ritual and moral impurity in 
his second volume of his commentary on Leviticus.57 Of particular interest is the 
interpretation of Lev 18:24–30, which is concerned with the pollution of the land 
caused by sexual abominations.58 Milgrom points out that the idea that human sin 
pollutes the land is found throughout scripture, but it is this text that most clearly 
presents exile as the prescribed punishment for such defi lement. If the land be-
comes polluted by sexual sins, it will cleanse itself by regurgitating the Israelites, in 
much the same way as the Canaanites were previously expelled. 

What does it mean to say that the land has become polluted by sin? For Mil-
grom, the answer can be found in the usage of the verb )m+, “to render impure.” 
P uses the verb )m+ in a cultic sense: pollution contaminates the sacred and is 

54. On the causes of the sanctuary pollution and the corresponding eff ects of the t)+x, 
see ibid., 106–7; cf. Milgrom, “Israel’s Sanctuary,” 391–92.

55. In his earlier article, Milgrom explicitly states that the off ender needs forgiveness 
not because of his actual act, but because of the consequence of his act—the pollution of 
the sanctuary. Whereas both types of t)+x result in purifi cation of the sanctuary, only the 
t)+x for inadvertencies provides for forgiveness (“Israel’s Sanctuary,” 392).

56. Milgrom’s argument is somewhat ambiguous at this point. His purpose is to diff er-
entiate between physically and morally generated impurities. In using the example of the 
Day of Atonement ritual, he rightly distinguishes between the “physical” impurity of the 
sanctuary and the “moral” impurity of the people. Yet, in doing so, he mistakenly equates 
the “physical” impurity of the sanctuary with the “physical” impurity of the individual. Ac-
cording to his own thesis, the physical impurity of the sanctuary is caused by sin, as well as 
by severe physical impurity of the individual. On the purgation of sin versus impurity on 
the Day of Atonement, see Milgrom, “Rationale,” 106–7.

57. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22: A New Translation with Introduction and Commen-
tary (AB 3A; New York: Doubleday, 2000).

58. For Milgrom’s interpretation of Lev 18:24–30, see ibid., 1571–84.
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subject to ritual purifi cation. H, however, uses the same verb in a non-cultic sense: 
H does not refer to the land as holy and provides no ritual remedy for the impurity 
of the land. Th e latter is a moral impurity that cannot be expunged. 

Pollution of the land is caused by sexual sins and murder, which are consid-
ered capital crimes. Th e impurity they cause can be expunged only through capital 
punishment imposed by the community or the penalty of trk (karet), divine ex-
tirpation of one’s lineage. When, however, the entire community is guilty of such 
moral impurity, the inevitable outcome is pollution of the land (Lev 18:25; Num 
34:35–37) and the exile of its inhabitants (Lev 18:28; 26:14–38).

Milgrom’s analysis of the concepts of purity is for the most part persuasive and 
convincing. Th ere is, however, an apparent contradiction that requires resolution. 
Milgrom claims that the defi lement described in P is “concrete, cultic-ritual impu-
rity,” whereas in H it is “abstract, inexpungeable-moral impurity.”59 He cautions his 
readers, however, against concluding that H’s concept of purity is metaphorical. 
Rather, “it is just as real and potent as P’s impurity.”60 Th e claim that H’s impurity is 
not metaphorical appears to contradict other statements made by Milgrom on this 
subject. For example, he states: 

H has taken the ubiquitous notion that homicide pollutes the land (e.g., Gen 
4:10–12; Num 35:33–34; Deut 21:1–9 . . .) and applied it to other violations. Th e 
change is in keeping with H’s terminological characteristic to metaphorize. Th us 
whereas homicide literally pollutes the area where the blood is spilled, in H, sex-
ual violations metaphorically pollute the entire land.61 

David P. Wright has attempted to reconcile the inconsistency by suggesting that 
while the expanded use of terminology—such as the use of the word )m+—may be 
seen as metaphoric in H, its conceptualization of impurity is very real.62 

Other inconsistencies in Milgrom’s analysis of the concepts of impurity in P 
and H are due largely to the development of his thinking over the course of three 
decades.63 In his earlier writings, Milgrom had asserted that P was later than H. 
Yet, by the mid-1980s, Milgrom had reassessed his position, contending that H 
was not only later than P, but that H was P’s redactor.64 Th is reassessment occurred 

59. Ibid., 1578.
60. Ibid.
61. Ibid., 1579.
62. David P. Wright, “Jacob Milgrom on Purity” (paper presented at the annual meet-

ing of the Association for Jewish Studies, Boston, December 21, 2003). Perhaps some 
of the confusion may also be related to Milgrom’s lack of precision in the use of termi-
nology. Whereas Milgrom frequently uses the phrase “moral impurity,” he sometimes 
substitutes “metaphoric impurity” or “non-cultic” impurity. See Jonathan Klawans, 
“Ritual Purity, Moral Purity, and Sacrifi ce in Jacob Milgrom’s Leviticus,” RelSRev 29, 
no. 1 (2003): 22

63. An informative discussion on the evolution of Milgrom’s scholarship was off ered by 
Wright, “Jacob Milgrom on Purity.” 

64. Milgrom was infl uenced, at least to some extent, by his discussions with Israel Knohl 
on the subject during the summers of 1984–87. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 13.



21Ritual and Moral Purity and Impurity in the Hebrew Bible

precisely at the time that Milgrom was writing his fi rst volume on Leviticus. Con-
sequently, this volume off ers only a limited treatment of the issue of P and H in its 
introduction. It is not until the publication of the second and third volumes that 
we fi nd a comprehensive discussion of the issue that refl ects Milgrom’s revised 
opinion.65 Th roughout volumes 2 and 3, Milgrom includes, when appropriate, re-
vised analyses of passages that were discussed in volume 1.

Milgrom’s exhaustive treatment of the subject presents extensive evidence and 
well-thought-out conclusions. It also, however, raises a number of issues that are 
not thoroughly addressed. For example, Milgrom’s thesis is predicated on diff eren-
tiating between H and P with respect to their views on impurity. Yet his distinction 
between the two priestly conceptions of impurity is not as clearly articulated as 
one might expect given its importance in his own thought and in the scholarly lit-
erature as a whole.66 More serious is the disparity in his treatment of the two major 
forms of impurity. Whereas he off ers a highly systematized analysis of ritual defi le-
ment, the same cannot be said with regard to the category of moral defi lement.67 
Although he discusses the main sources of moral impurity—idolatry, murder and 
sexual sin—on their own terms, he makes no signifi cant attempt to show the rela-
tionships among them.68

In summary, Milgrom builds on Douglas’s concept of a cultural impurity sys-
tem to categorize and explain the impurity laws associated with P. Th e core of 
Milgrom’s thesis is discussed in his “Dorian Gray” article in which he uses the 
sacrifi cial laws of Lev 4:27–35 to elucidate an entire theology of ritual impurity. 
Unfortunately, Milgrom off ers no comparable analysis of the impurity laws found 
in H. Th e laws concerning moral impurity are not systematized, nor is there any 
clear explanation of the mechanism of defi lement. Milgrom fails to articulate a 
theology of moral defi lement, but he does succeed in opening the door wider to 
further inquiry and providing an important foundation for the work of others. 

Tikva Frymer-Kensky

Building on Milgrom’s earlier scholarship, Tikva Frymer-Kensky attempts to 
systematize the various types of biblical impurity, including those described in 
both P and H. In her article “Pollution, Purifi cation, and Purgation in Biblical 

65. Wright thus advises his students to begin studying Milgrom by reading his introduc-
tion to volume 2, rather than volume 1 (“Jacob Milgrom on Purity”).

66. In his comparison of P and H, Knohl argues that P focuses on the priestly under-
standing of belief and ritual—the cult—and diff erentiates its view from those of the masses. 
In contrast, H attempts to integrate priestly elements of belief and ritual with popular tradi-
tions, thereby erasing the dividing line between cult and morality. Th is distinction—if it is 
correct—may very well account for diff erences between the two sources with respect to the 
concept of purity. See Knohl, Sanctuary, 1–7, 180–86.

67. Klawans, “Ritual Purity, Moral Purity, and Sacrifi ce in Jacob Milgrom’s Leviticus,” 22. 
68. Although the fi rst volume of the commentary contains several charts that map out 

ritual impurity, there are no comparable illustrations pertaining to moral impurity in the 
second volume. For a full critique of Milgrom’s discussion on moral impurity, see ibid., 
21–23.
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Israel,” Frymer-Kensky off ers an analysis of the biblical purity system in which 
she identifi es two categories of pollution: “contagious pollutions” and “danger be-
liefs.”69 She writes:

Some forms of pollution could be eradicated by rituals; the performance of these 
purifi cations and expiations was a major function of the priesthood. Th e pollution 
caused by the performance of certain deeds, however, could not be eradicated by 
rituals; Israel believed that the person intentionally committing these acts would 
suff er catastrophic retribution. Wrongful acts could cause the pollution of the na-
tion and of the land of Israel, which could also not be “cured” by ritual.70 

Like Büchler and Hoff mann, Frymer-Kensky distinguishes between the ways in 
which these two forms of pollution are perceived to defi le.71 She argues that con-
tagious pollutions can be categorized as either major or minor, depending on the 
duration of the impurity. Major pollution, which may be caused by either exter-
nal or internal sources of defi lement and results in the person becoming impure 
for seven or more days. Th e two external causes of such defi lement are corpse-
contamination (Num 19:11–21) and leprosy (Lev 13–14). Internal sources of 
major pollution result from bodily emission associated with childbirth (Lev 12), 
menstruation, and the irregular genital discharges of both males and females (Lev 
15). Other bodily emissions, such as saliva, urine, or feces, or blood originating 
from a wound, are never mentioned as being polluting.72 In general, minor pol-
lutions are contracted from external sources, such as contact with an impure ob-
ject or with an individual who has contracted a major impurity. Th e only internal 
source of minor pollution is a seminal discharge.

For Frymer-Kensky, the most important characteristic of major pollutions is 
their contagion. According to levitical law, an individual who has contracted a 
major pollution can defi le objects. Moreover, anyone who comes in direct contact 
with either a defi led object or individual will contract a minor impurity which lasts 
the course of the day. Although major pollutions are contagious, they are not to 
be considered dangerous. No harm comes to the individual who becomes impure 
through contagious pollutions, nor is the impurity associated with forbidden or 

69. For Frymer-Kensky’s discussion on the biblical purity system, see “Pollution,” 399–
410. Th e use of this terminology is questionable. In his otherwise positive assessment of 
Frymer-Kensky’s work, Klawans rejects the use of the term “belief ” to describe one form of 
pollution but not the other. He correctly states that both forms of defi lement require belief 
and suggests that the use of the term “belief ” should be avoided. Klawans, Impurity and 
Sin, 15–16.

70. Frymer-Kensky, “Pollution,” 399.
71. Neither Büchler nor Hoff mann is cited by Frymer-Kensky, suggesting that she ar-

rived at her conclusions independently.
72. On this point, Frymer-Kensky correctly opposes Douglas’s contention that, in Is-

raelite law, all bodily emissions cause ritual defi lement (Douglas, Purity and Danger, 64; 
Frymer-Kensky, “Pollution,” 399–401). For a complete listing of the sources of major and 
minor pollutions, and their resolution, see also the chart on page 402. 
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improper actions.73 On the contrary. Many of the actions that cause major pollu-
tion can be considered natural, inevitable, and even benefi cial aspects of human 
existence. Contracting such impurity, according to levitical law, alienates one tem-
porarily from the holy (Lev 15:31).74 Th us an individual who has contracted impu-
rity must wait the allotted period and perform the appropriate purifi cation rituals 
before regaining full ritual participation. As long as the purity laws are obeyed, 
however, contagious pollution presents a danger neither to the individual nor to 
the community.75

By contrast, impurities associated with wrongdoing, which Frymer-Kensky re-
fers to as “danger beliefs,” carry the threat of divinely sanctioned repercussions. 
Whereas ritual or contagious pollutions are temporary and last only for a desig-
nated period, the danger pollutions cannot be ameliorated through ritual purifi -
cation or sacrifi ce. Th is form of pollution is not contagious and does not restrict 
the individual from contact with the sacred. Collective catastrophe, however, may 
strike if too many individuals become polluted in this way.

When a sin generates danger pollution, the punishment is oft en signalled by 
the phrase wnw( t) )#n, “he shall bear his penalty,” though the nature of the pun-
ishment is not specifi ed.76 At other times the individual is condemned to be trkn 
(“cut off ”), a penalty that is best understood as the divine extirpation of one’s lin-
eage. According to Frymer-Kensky, the belief in these divine sanctions is an es-
sential component of the biblical impurity system. Th e penalty of trk “serves as a 
divine reinforcement of the boundaries between sacred and profane by providing 
a sanction for acts which violate these boundaries but which are not normally 
provided with legal sanctions.”77 

Violation of the boundary between the sacred and profane may also result in 
serious consequences for the community. Following Milgrom, Frymer-Kensky 
suggests that some breaches of this boundary, such as the pollution of the temple 
caused by various types of sin, can be ameliorated by ritual means. But there is 
no ritual that can “cure” the danger pollution that is generated by apostasy (Lev 
20:1–5, 27; Deut 13:7–12; 17:2–7), sexual misconduct (Lev 18), and murder (Deut 
19:13; 21:8). Th ese three classes of impurity pollute both the people and the land 
and create the risk of communal catastrophe.78

73. Th e one exception is the biblical association of leprosy with divine punishment (Num 
12:10–15; 2 Kgs 5:27; 2 Chr 26:19–21). Frymer-Kensky contends that the formal tradition 
of Israel attached no blame to lepers and that the tendency to suspect lepers of wrongdoing 
was simply a folk suspicion. Ibid., 403–4.

74. Th e separation of the impure from the holy is required of both Israelites (Lev 7:20–
21) and priests (Lev 22:3–9). Moreover, the penalty for transgression of the purity laws is 
most severe: trk, the extirpation of one’s lineage. Ibid., 403. 

75. Noncompliance with the purity laws does, however, present the threat that the pollu-
tion will spread, eff ectively alienating the entire community from God. Ibid., 403.

76. Th is phrase always refers to divine punishment (ibid., 404).
77. In her conception of boundaries that must be maintained, Frymer-Kensky is clearly 

drawing on the scholarship of Douglas (ibid., 405).
78. Ibid., 406–8.
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Frymer-Kensky’s major contribution to the study of biblical impurity is her cat-
egorization of the various forms of pollution. Particularly useful is her distinction 
between “contagious pollution” as an impermanent, natural, and communicable 
form of impurity and “danger belief ” as a permanent pollution that is associated 
with wrongdoing and dangerous repercussions and aff ects both the people and 
the land. Frymer-Kensky goes beyond Milgrom in her classifi cation of sin-related 
impurities, as well as in her identifi cation of sexual sins, bloodshed, and idolatry 
as the cause of land defi lement. She posits a theology of H according to which it is 
the pollution of the land caused by the sins of the people that necessitates both the 
destruction of Israel and the exile of the people.79 

David P. Wright

An alternative system for the classifi cation of the diff erent kinds of impurity 
in the priestly legislation has been proposed by David P. Wright, in three recent 
studies.80 Like Büchler and Milgrom, Wright diff erentiates between two major cat-
egories of impurity, but he also views them in the context of a coherent priestly 
purity system. He therefore posits a “spectrum” of impurity within which the dif-
ferent types of impurity remain connected to one another, both systematically and 
conceptually.81 

In his Koroth and Anchor Bible Dictionary studies, Wright distinguishes between 
“permitted” and “prohibited” impurities.82 However, in his subsequent paper, “Th e 
Spectrum,” he redefi nes the “permitted” impurities as “tolerated” impurities.83 Th e 
tolerated impurities are, for the most part, those impurities discussed in detail 
in Lev 11–15 and Num 19. Th ese natural forms of defi lement can be sub-classi-
fi ed according to origin or nature: death-related, sexual, disease-related, and cultic 
impurities;84 they are linked together in the priestly legislation by one crucial ele-
ment: the absence of a blanket prohibition.85 One important exception is the legis-
lation concerning eating or touching some impure animal carcasses (Lev 11:4–8, 

79. Frymer-Kensky indicates that this paradigm of pollution existed alongside the legal 
paradigm found in the Deuteronomistic history, in which the people commit misdeeds 
and are subsequently punished by God with exile. Th e two paradigms are similar, but not 
identical. Ibid., 409.

80. David P. Wright, “Th e Spectrum of Priestly Impurity,” in Priesthood and Cult in An-
cient Israel (ed. Gary A. Anderson and Saul M. Olyan; Sheffi  eld: JSOT Press, 1991), 150–81; 
cf. Wright, “Two Types of Impurity in the Priestly Writings of the Bible,” Koroth 9 (1988): 
180–93; Wright, “Unclean and Clean (OT),” ABD 6:729–41.

81. Wright, “Th e Spectrum,” 180.
82. Wright’s classifi cation of the two forms of impurity is similar, but not identical, to 

those of Hoff mann, Büchler, and Frymer-Kensky. On Wright’s categories of distinction, see 
“Two Types of Impurity,” 181–82; “Unclean and Clean,” 729–30.

83. Wright, “Th e Spectrum,” 158.
84. On permitted/tolerated impurities, see Wright, “Two Types of Impurity,” 182–84; 

“Unclean and Clean,” 730–33; “Th e Spectrum,” 152–58.
85. Wright, “Two Types of Impurity,” 183.
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10–12, 13–20, 23, 41–45; 22:8), which, though prohibited, are to be included in the 
tolerated category.86 

According to Wright, the prohibited impurities may be divided into two sub-
categories.87 Th e fi rst group consists of unintentional forms of defi lement, such 
as those that arise from the mismanagement of tolerated impurities (Lev 5:2–3), 
the accidental corpse contamination of the Nazarite (Num 6:6–7), and other gen-
eral inadvertencies (Lev 4:1–5; Num 15:22–29).88 In each case, the unintentional 
sin causes defi lement of the sanctuary (the outer altar or the outer shrine) and 
requires a t)+x sacrifi ce for purifi cation.89 Th e second category of prohibited im-
purities is derived from deliberate sin, which includes purposefully delaying the 
purifi cation of defi lement (Num 19:13, 20), deliberately polluting the sacred realm 
(Lev 7:19–21; 22:3–7), sexual misconduct (Lev 18:6–23; cf. 20:18), and sacrifi ces to 
Molech (Lev 20:2–5). Th ese deliberate sins have two consequences: the perpetra-
tor is punished by the penalty of karet, and the resultant pollution of the sanctuary 
penetrates to the innermost sanctum, requiring purifi cation through the Day of 
Atonement sacrifi ces. 

Wright places these categories on a scaled spectrum of impurity manifesting 
several grades of defi lement.90 At the lower end are impurities that require no sac-
rifi ce. Next come defi lements that require individual sacrifi ce, followed by ad hoc 
communal sacrifi ce and the Day of Atonement sacrifi ces.91 Th ese four gradations 
of impurity correspond to progressions in the locus of pollution from least to most 
pervasive: the person; the outer altar and the person; the outer altar (and some-
times the shrine or the person); and fi nally the adytum or Holy of Holies (and 
sometimes the person). Th e increasing degrees of impurity also refl ect increasing 

86. Wright off ers four reasons for including these impurities in the tolerated category: 
(1) Other than the fact that they are prohibited, they do not share the character of other 
prohibited impurities; (2) not all animal carcass impurities are prohibited; (3) the prohibi-
tions against eating impure animals and touching their carcasses appear to refer to special 
cases concerning carcasses; (4) the priestly dietary laws appear to be derived from an in-
dependent pre-priestly source which was not originally part of the impurity “system.” See 
Wright, “Th e Spectrum,” 165–69.

87. On prohibited impurities, see Wright, “Two Types of Impurity,” 184–87; “Unclean 
and Clean,” 733–35; “Th e Spectrum,” 158–64.

88. Wright includes the inadvertent corpse contamination of the priests and high priest, 
even though there are no explicit prescriptions against such accidental pollution, as in the 
case of the Nazarite (“Two Types of Impurity,” 185).

89. Also included in this category are the impurities remaining from a deliberate sin 
from which the individual has repented. Here Wright follows Milgrom in his argument 
that intentional sins, when repented, are reduced to the level of inadvertencies. In such in-
stances an M#) sacrifi ce is required (Lev 5:1–4; 16:21; 26:40; Num 5:6–7) and not a t)+x. 
See Wright, “Two Types of Impurities,” 185–86; cf. Jacob Milgrom, Cult and Conscience: Th e 
Asham and the Priestly Doctrine of Repentance (SJLA 18; Leiden: Brill, 1976).

90. On the interrelatedness of the various grades of pollution, see Wright, “Th e Spec-
trum,” 164–65; cf. fi g. 1, 153.

91. In the third gradation, only some of the impurities require ad hoc communal sacri-
fi ces; most require individual sacrifi ces. See ibid., fi g. 1, 153.
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restrictions of the defi lement. At the lower end of the spectrum, the individual is 
excluded from the sacred. With increasing levels of pollution, there is exclusion 
from both the sacred and profane habitation, followed by permanent exclusion 
from human society.

In Wright’s view, this purity system, including tolerated impurities, has a moral 
basis and rationale; indeed, the system supports and sustains the moral order of 
society.92 Th e suff ering of a tolerated impurity, with its consequent purifi cation 
and reintegration into the community, is symbolic of the more serious off ense: 
contraction of a prohibited impurity for which there is no chance of communal 
reassimilation. It is through this symbolic interplay that the individual acts out 
the more detrimental side of human behavior and is thus inoculated against the 
higher evils.93

Wright’s conception of a spectrum of impurity according to which the various 
forms of defi lement are interrelated within the priestly impurity system is persua-
sive. Th e dichotomy that he posits between categories of impurity that are “per-
mitted” or “tolerated” and those that are “prohibited,” however, is problematic. 
As Klawans notes, many of the “tolerated” impurities inevitably arise from activi-
ties that may be more accurately described as obligatory, such as procreation and 
burial.94 Second, the demonstrated overlap between the two categories, in which 
some so-called prohibited impurities are included in the tolerated grouping, calls 
into question the very system of classifi cation that he has proposed.95 

Another diffi  culty is the exclusion of any subcategory related to impurity caused 
by murder, a most signifi cant form of defi lement. Wright justifi es this omission by 
claiming diff erences in the loci of pollution (the land), the treatment of the of-
fender, the requirements for rectifi cation, and the language used to describe the 
impurity.96 Nevertheless, it is clear that the priestly writer viewed both uninten-
tional and intentional homicide as sources of impurity (Num 35:33–34). 

If Wright’s attempt to defi ne the relationship between defi lement and sin seems 
forced and incomplete, it is because the applied schema does not accurately re-
fl ect the proposed conceptual framework of a so-called spectrum of impurity. A 
spectrum is a continuum in which individual components are arranged in order 
according to some varying factor. Such a continuum not only implies but neces-
sitates a blurring of boundaries as one component blends into the other. Wright 

92. Ibid., 170. For a compelling refutation of this idea, see Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 
36–38.

93. Ibid., 174–75.
94. Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 17; cf. Wright, “Clean and Unclean,” 731–32; Wright, 

“Th e Spectrum,” 157; David P. Wright, Th e Disposal of Impurity: Elimination Rites in the 
Bible and in Hittite and Mesopotamian Literature (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1987), 115–28.

95. Th is blurring of boundaries is found throughout Wright’s schema, resulting in a 
signifi cant number of overlapping categories and subcategories of impurity. Klawans com-
ments that Wright’s distinctions between major categories of impurities are not as sharp as 
Büchler’s or Frymer-Kensky’s, the latter of whom is never cited by Wright. Klawans, how-
ever, does not off er any further analysis of this problem (Impurity and Sin, 16). 

96. Wright, “Two Types of Impurity,” 187–88.
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does not illustrate a true spectrum but, rather, groups together various kinds of 
impurities into categories, and then arranges these classes of impurity into what 
would more accurately be called a hierarchy of impurity. In eff ect, Wright’s con-
ception of a spectrum is undermined by the process of categorization, which im-
pedes any inherent sense of continuity. 

Jonathan Klawans

Like the scholars whose work we have already surveyed, Jonathan Klawans pro-
poses two categories of impurity in the Hebrew Bible. He refers to these categories 
as “ritual” and “moral” impurity. Klawans himself acknowledges that this termi-
nology is problematic.97 Th ese terms are not found in the biblical text, nor are they 
discernible categories in biblical or post-biblical Jewish literature.98 Rather, these 
terms refl ect a modern scholarly articulation of the meanings and messages of the 
ancient texts. Moreover, the term “ritual” is misleading, in that rituals are associ-
ated with both forms of impurity, albeit in diff erent ways. Yet, the term is prefer-
able to the alternatives, “cultic” or “levitical,” each of which presents its own set of 
diffi  culties.99 In Klawans’s view, the use of the terms “ritual” and “moral” as two 
adjectives modifying the noun “impurity” enables us simultaneously to express 
“the diff erence and interrelatedness of the two types of defi lements.”100

Klawans classifi es ritual impurity as those defi lements arising from childbirth 
(Lev 12:1–8), scale disease (Lev 13:1–14:32), genital discharges (Lev 15:1–33), 
the carcasses of certain impure animals (Lev 11:1–47), and human corpses (Num 
19:10–22), or as a by-product of purifi catory procedures (e.g., Lev 16:28; Num 
19:8).101 Th e impurities in this category have three distinctive characteristics. First, 
the sources of ritual impurity are natural, usually unavoidable, and sometimes 
even desirable, refl ecting the conditions of normal life. Second, these impuri-
ties are neither prohibited nor sinful. Th ird, ritual impurity conveys imperma-
nent contagion upon contact with other individuals or objects. Both primary and 

97. Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 22–23.
98. In a recent seminar paper critiquing Klawans’s book, Martha Himmelfarb noted 

that the term “morality” is completely foreign to the Holiness Code. Consequently, she 
questioned whether it is really morality that is at stake in the sins of idolatry, forbidden 
sexual relations, and murder. Martha Himmelfarb, “Jonathan Klawans on Purity” (paper 
presented at the annual meeting of the Association for Jewish Studies, Boston, December 
21, 2003).

99. Th e term “cultic” is misleading because the Israelite cult plays an equally important 
role in both forms of impurity. Th e introduction of the term “levitical” is equally problem-
atic for two reasons. First, the discussion of both types of impurity extends beyond the pa-
rameters of the book of Leviticus. Second, the issue of impurity is not an exclusive concern 
of the Levites, but extends to all Israel (Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 23).

100. Klawans also points out that these terms present a certain pliability in that they 
have related adverbs (“ritually” and “morally”), the usage of which aids in the description of 
defi ling substances and sins (ibid., 23).

101. On Klawans’s understanding of ritual impurity, see ibid., 23–26.
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secondary forms of this impurity are alleviated through purifi catory procedures. 
Th us, even long-lasting impurities are considered impermanent. 

Moral impurity, on the other hand, results from immoral acts, including sexual 
sins (e.g., Lev 18:24–30), idolatry (e.g., Lev 19:31; 20:1–3), and bloodshed (e.g., 
Num 35:33–34).102 Th ese sinful actions are oft en referred to as twb(wt, or abomi-
nations. Moral defi lement pollutes the sinner (Lev 18:24), the land of Israel (Lev 
18:25; Ezek 36:17), and God’s sanctuary (Lev 20:3; Ezek 5:11). Although this form 
of impurity is not contagious, it is considered permanent and therefore may not 
be ameliorated through rites of purifi cation. Th e resolution of moral impurity may 
only be attained through repentance and punishment, the latter of which includes 
the execution of the sinner (trk) and the expulsion of the people from the land.

At fi rst glance, Klawans’s classifi cation of impurity does not appear to diff er sig-
nifi cantly from Frymer-Kensky’s systematization. He does, however, make some 
signifi cant contributions. In distinguishing between ritual and moral impurity, 
Klawans draws attention to the terminological diff erences that arise from the texts 
themselves. He notes that although the term )m+, “impure,” is used in reference 
to both forms of impurity, the terms hb(wt, “abomination,” and Pn+, “pollute,” are 
used exclusively in connection with moral impurity.103 Th is is an important obser-
vation, especially in light of the fact that most scholars use the term “pollution” as a 
synonym for “impurity,” without regard for the nuances and subtleties in meaning 
that occur in the priestly literature.104 

Also important is Klawans’s insistence that moral impurity should not be un-
derstood as metaphorical or fi gurative. He argues that in the biblical context moral 
impurity is every bit as real as ritual impurity. Both forms of impurity— ritual and 
moral—are concerned with a physical process or event that has a perceived ef-
fect. Moreover, in both cases there are legal and social ramifi cations, ranging from 
exclusion from the sacred to exclusion from life itself. Although the sources and 
modes of transfer of these two types of impurities diff er, they may be classifi ed as 
“two analogous perceptions of contagion”105 and therefore constitute “two purity 
systems [that] are articulated in two distinct literary constructs.”106 

III. Summary and Conclusion

Th e current discussion of ritual and moral impurity is indebted to such early-
twentieth-century biblical scholars as David Zvi Hoff mann, who recognized two 
types of defi lement, and Adolph Büchler, who placed considerable emphasis on 
moral impurity. In the mid-1960s, Mary Douglas’s work provided the theoretical 
foundation upon which all subsequent scholarship on ritual purity in the Hebrew 

102. On Klawans’s understanding of moral impurity, see ibid., 26–31.
103. Ibid., 26.
104. Tikva Frymer-Kensky, for example, uses the term “pollution” in the title of her 

paper (“Pollution, Purifi cation, and Purgation in Biblical Israel”) and interchanges the 
terms “pollution” and “impurity” throughout.

105. Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 34.
106. Ibid., 42.
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Bible has been based. Since that time, Jacob Neusner has off ered a temple-centered 
perspective on impurity in ancient Israel, and Jacob Milgrom has developed an 
understanding of the power of sinfulness to defi le the sanctuary from afar. Finally, 
scholars such as Frymer-Kensky, Wright, and Klawans have attempted to establish 
the relationship between ritual and moral impurity in the Hebrew Bible. 

Th e biblical scholarship on impurity clearly demonstrates that the Torah pres-
ents two priestly concepts of defi lement: one that originates in P and the other that 
is a product of H. Th ese two sources were eventually integrated into the Torah and 
recognized by Jews as part of a unifi ed work. Yet, even in its canonized form, the 
Torah articulated two recognizable concepts of impurity. Th e question is: “How 
did ancient Jews understand these biblical concepts of impurity?” Scholars of the 
Second Temple period suggest that ancient Jews debated the relationship between 
the two types of defi lement. It is to their work we now turn.





2

Ritual and Moral Purity and
Impurity in Second Temple Judaism

Th e most important studies of ritual and moral impurity in Second Temple 
Judaisms are Neusner’s Th e Idea of Purity in Ancient Judaism (1973) and Klawans’s 
Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism (2000). Written almost three decades apart, 
these books take very diff erent approaches to the concept of defi lement in the Sec-
ond Temple period. For Neusner, the issue of impurity, whether ritual or moral, 
is inextricably connected to the temple. Klawans, by contrast, focuses on the rela-
tionship between ritual and moral impurity as such. Th is chapter will review the 
scholarship of Neusner and Klawans as it pertains to a variety of texts, including 
Ezra and Nehemiah, the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, Josephus and Philo.1 

I. Jacob Neusner 

Neusner views purity as an essential element in the interpretation of Israel’s 
religious system from the tenth century b.c.e. to well beyond the Second Temple 
period.2 Its ongoing conceptual importance is evident in the fact that the rela-
tionships between purity and the temple, priesthood and cult continue beyond 
the physical destruction of the temple.3 According to Neusner, some communities 
compare themselves to the Jerusalem temple; some claim to constitute the temple’s 
surrogate or replacement, while others provide metaphors for social virtues and 
vices that achieve transcendent meaning simply because they originated with the 
sacrifi cial cult. 

Th e various Jewish groups both in Judea and the diaspora used the purity laws 
as a means to defi ne their relationship with the temple:

Every important sect had to defi ne its relationship to the Temple, and one pre-
dominant question concerned actually keeping or not keeping the purity laws, 

1. Although Ezra and Nehemiah belong to the biblical canon, they are postexilic, and are 
therefore best considered in the context of the discussion on Second Temple Judaism. 

2. On the importance of ideas associated with purity and impurity in the postbiblical 
literature, see the discussion in Neusner, Th e Idea of Purity in Ancient Judaism (Leiden: 
Brill, 1973), 27–31.

3. Ibid., 28.

31
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making them into a metaphor for the ethical life, or otherwise reinterpreting 
them. Th e only thing no one could do was ignore them.4 

Th e notion that there was an inextricable relationship between a community’s 
interpretation of biblical purity law and its relationship with the temple is essential 
to Neusner’s understanding of purity in the literature of Second Temple Judaism. 

Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha

Neusner treats the disparate writings of the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha 
together; in his view, these documents, with the exception of Jubilees, demonstrate 
an understanding of purity and impurity that is in accordance with the interpre-
tive framework set forth in the biblical text. 5 In other words, these texts perceive 
impurity either as cultic (ritual) defi lement or as a metaphor for moral and reli-
gious behaviour.6 In his view, the most prominent idea of purity in the Apocry-
phal and Pseudepigraphic writings pertains to the pollution of the cult by idolatry. 
Examples of this idea can be found in 1 Esdras, which alludes to the defi lement of 
the temple in the time of King Nebuchadnezzar (1:49), and in 1 Maccabees, which 
refers to both the pollution of the sanctuary under the rule of Antiochus and its 
subsequent cleansing and rededication by Judah Maccabee. Similar associations 
between impurity and the temple can be found in 2 Maccabees, in reference to 
Menelaus, who “took the holy vessels with his polluted hands” (2 Macc 5:16), and 
to the pagans, who polluted the temple when they “had intercourse with women 
within the sacred precincts” (2 Macc 6:4). 

In Neusner’s view, these texts testify to the close relationship between purity 
and the temple. He does not clearly assess, however, the ways in which these 
impurities fi t into his classifi cation system. Are they indeed cultic impurities, as 
Neusner implies, or are they metaphorical impurities? Closer examination of the 
sources in their original contexts sheds additional light on this issue. For example, 
1 Esd 1:49 states: 

Even the leaders of the people and of the priests committed many acts of sacrilege 
and lawlessness beyond all the unclean deeds of all the nations, and polluted the 
temple of the Lord in Jerusalem—the temple that God had made holy.7 

In the context of both 1 Esdras and its source (2 Chr 36:14), this impurity is 
related to unfaithfulness and sin. In taking the verse out of its original context, 
Neusner implies that this is a “cultic” impurity. 

Neusner’s interpretation of the pollution and purifi cation of the temple in 
1 Maccabees is equally problematic. Commenting that the source of the impurity 
is idolatry, Neusner states unequivocally that it is “concrete and this-worldly, not a 

4. Ibid., 33.
5. For Neusner’s discussion on purity in the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, see ibid., 

33–38. Neusner excludes Jubilees from this group and examines it in conjunction with the 
texts from the Dead Sea community.

6. See the discussion on Neusner’s understanding of Israelite impurity in chapter 1.
7. Biblical translations are from the nrsv (1989) unless otherwise noted.
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metaphor for some ‘higher’ meaning.”8 Neusner does not clearly elucidate why this 
particular impurity is concrete, while other occurrences of idolatry are deemed to 
produce a metaphorical impurity.9 In his chapter on biblical purity and impurity, 
Neusner is careful to distinguish between the categories of cultic and metaphoric 
impurity. Yet in this attempt to relate impurity to the temple and its cult, the dis-
tinction between these categories is blurred.

Neusner’s main interest, however, is not in the distinctions between cultic 
(ritual) and metaphoric (moral) impurity in early Judaism but in the relationship 
between purity and the temple cult. His twofold use of the term “cult” is ambigu-
ous. In his treatment of the Psalms of Solomon, Neusner identifi es several sources 
of what he terms cultic impurity, including the pollution of “the holy things of the 
Lord” (2:3) through moral transgression, and the defi lement of “Jerusalem and the 
things that had been hallowed to the name of God” (8:26). Noting that the “holy 
things” were polluted by sexual transgression and other sins, Neusner contends 
that “the focus of impurity remains the cult, despite the sources of uncleanness.”10 
His main concern is the relationship between purity and the temple cult, and not 
the relationship between his classifi cations of cultic (ritual) and metaphorical 
(moral) impurity.11 

In addition to the pollution of the cult by idolatry Neusner discusses impurity 
(1) as a metaphor for illicit sexual behaviour, and (2) as a metaphor for other forms 
of sin or immorality. Sexual defi lement is alluded to in Sarah’s prayer in the book 
of Tobit: “I am pure from all uncleanness with man, and I never polluted my name 
or the name of my father” (3:15). Th is idea of purity is also found in the Testaments 
of the Twelve Patriarchs. For example, in the Testament of Levi, the rape of Dinah 
is considered defi ling (7:4), as are illicit sexual relations (14:6–7). Th e Testament of 
Joseph refers to adultery as uncleanness (4:6–7). 

In the Testaments, Neusner argues, the concept of purity extends beyond sexual 
conduct to include moral behavior in general. Th e practical eff ects of this impu-
rity, however, remain linked to the cult. Th us the priest is admonished to take “a 
wife without blemish or pollution (T. Levi 9:10) so as to prevent the pollution of 
the holy place. Similarly, the priesthood must not be profaned, the sacrifi ces pol-
luted, nor the holy places laid to waste (T. Levi 16:1–5). 

Josephus

Neusner’s introductory paragraph on purity in the writings of Josephus states: 

8. Ibid., 34. 
9. Ibid., 13–14. Neusner apparently considers the idolatry of 1 Maccabees to be concrete 

because there was an idol actually placed in the temple, and the object itself was considered 
contaminating. In the biblical description of idolatry, however, it is the act of idol worship 
outside the temple that pollutes the temple from afar.

10. Ibid., 35.
11. Neusner devotes more than half of his discussion on the Apocrypha and Pseudepig-

rapha to pollution of the cult by idolatry. He also identifi es this theme in 4 Maccabees, the 
Assumption of Moses, the Letter of Jeremiah, and the book of Judith. See ibid., 35–36.
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[Josephus] interprets or explains the purity laws primarily in relationship to the 
Temple cult. He rarely treats purity in other than a cultic setting. Th is viewpoint 
was natural to him, for he was a priest and took for granted that the Mosaic legis-
lation about purity applied primarily to the Temple.12 

Several passages from Josephus’s vast corpus are cited in support of this state-
ment. Josephus alludes to the requirement for purifi cation aft er a funeral, child-
birth, or sexual intercourse as a procedure that protects the temple from impurity 
(C. Ap. 2.198). He also describes the burning of the red heifer and the use of its 
ashes in the purifi cation rites for corpse contamination (A.J. 4.80). 

According to Neusner, Josephus stresses three issues in his description of tem-
ple purity: the prohibition against foreigners entering the holy place (B.J. 5.194), 
the exclusion of those with gonorrhoea or leprosy (B.J. 5.227), and the rules con-
cerning entrance to the temple for women, men, and priests (B.J. 5.227; 6.426–27; 
C. Ap. 2.103–4).13 Of particular importance are the biblical laws concerning lepers, 
which constitute the basis of his polemic against the Egyptian writer Manetho. 
Manetho asserts that the Jews were forced to fl ee Egypt on account of leprosy or 
other forms of pollution. In his refutation of this claim (C. Ap. 1.279–86), Josephus 
cites the Mosaic laws concerning the exclusion of lepers, as well as those requiring 
purifi cation and sacrifi ces upon recovery from the disease.

Josephus refers to purity outside the temple in two diff erent contexts. Th e fi rst 
refers to the establishment of the town of Tiberius. Josephus indicates that Herod 
forced the people to live there, 

For he knew that this settlement was contrary to the law and tradition of the Jews 
because Tiberias was built on the site of tombs that had been obliterated of which 
there were many there. And our law declares that such settlers are unclean for 
seven days. (A.J. 18.38)

Neusner contends that the “uncleanness should have been important only 
if the settlers later planned to visit the Temple, in which case they could purify 
themselves.”14 

Th e second context in which Josephus refers to purity outside the temple refers 
to the Essenes (B.J. 2.120–61; A.J. 18.18–22). Josephus describes the Essenes’ pu-
rity practices, including their abstention from the use of oil because they consider 
it defi ling (B.J. 2.123), their practice of eating in a state of ritual purity (B.J. 2.129–
31), and their initiation processes. Candidates for the sect remain outside the fra-
ternity for one year, aft er which they can “share the purer kind of holy water” (B.J. 
2.138). Full initiation does not occur, however, until two years later, at which time 
the candidates swear tremendous oaths before being allowed to touch the com-
mon food (B.J. 2.139). Josephus claims that the Essenes “send votive off erings to 

12. Ibid., 38. For Neusner’s discussion of purity in Josephus, see Th e Idea, 38–44.
13. According to Josephus, only priests were admitted to the sanctuary, men to the inner 

court, and women to the women’s court. Th ose who were in a state of impurity, however, 
were not allowed into the temple precincts at all.

14. Neusner, Th e Idea, 42.



35Ritual and Moral Purity and Impurity in Second Temple Judaism

the temple, but perform their sacrifi ces employing a diff erent ritual of purifi cation” 
(A.J. 18.19). For this reason, they are barred from the inner precincts of the temple 
and perform their rites by themselves.

According to Neusner, Josephus believes that the purity laws not only govern 
the temple, but are everywhere taken for granted. Th is belief is especially apparent 
in Josephus’s characterization of the Zealots, who are portrayed as being impious 
and indiff erent to the purity laws. In the civil war between the Zealots and the high 
priest Ananus, says Josephus, the Zealots defi led the sanctuary with their blood 
(B.J. 4.202). By contrast, Ananus attempted to protect the purity of the temple by 
deliberately avoiding the temple portals for fear of introducing crowds of unpuri-
fi ed individuals into the sacred precincts (B.J. 4.205). Time and again, Josephus 
criticizes the Zealots’ indiff erence to the sanctity of the temple and praises their 
opponents’ scrupulousness in preserving the temple’s purity.

Th e importance of the temple in Josephus’s writing cannot be denied.15 But is 
the connection between purity and temple in Josephus as clearly elucidated as 
Neusner would have us believe? An examination of Josephus’s usage of the word 
mi&asma (miasma, pollution) shows that Josephus’s concept of defi lement not 
only extends beyond the temple, but is also infl uenced by Greco-Roman ideas of 
purity. 

In Josephus’s writings there are seventy-fi ve references to pollution, including 
forty occurrences of the verb miai&nw, eleven of the noun mi&asma, and twenty-four 
of the adjective miaro/j. An analysis of these occurrences in their literary contexts 
reveals that 71 percent of these usages pertain to death and murder, including 
death pollution, death in the temple, the denial of burial, murder, and the stain of 
blood on the hands. Th e remaining 29 percent of the incidences may be classifi ed 
as follows: three references to illicit sex as a cause of pollution (A.J. 2.55; 3.275; 
7.168), two references to the rigidity of religious practice of the Essenes (B.J. 2.132, 
149), nine references to idolatry (A.J. 5.42; 8.245; 9.262, 263, 273; 10.81; 12.286; 
18.271; B.J. 2.289), and eight references attributed to Manetho suggesting that the 
Egyptians were polluted (C. Ap. 1.222, 236; 1.248, 251, 266, 271; 1.294, 296). Even 
a superfi cial glimpse at these categories suggests that Josephus’s concern with pu-
rity was not necessarily associated with the temple. 

Josephus’s concern with death-pollution in the temple is particularly interest-
ing. Neusner comments on the fact that Josephus does not describe the purifi ca-
tion of the temple from corpse contamination aft er Jews are slaughtered at the 
altar during the siege by Pompey (B.J. 1.148–53). He explains Josephus’s silence by 

15. Th e organizational structure of Antiquities emphasizes the importance of the temple 
in Josephus’s writing. Th e fi rst ten volumes are concerned with the fi rst temple, while the 
latter ten volumes record the establishment of the second temple and the events leading to 
its fall in 70 c.e. According to Steve Mason, who proposes a ring composition as the liter-
ary structure of Antiquities, the central panel and pivotal point in the narrative occurs in 
volume 10 and includes the fall of the fi rst temple as well as an assertion of the Judean God’s 
control over human aff airs (Steve Mason, “Josephus and His Roman Audience: Reading 
between the Lines” [paper presented at the international conference “Flavius Josephus in 
Flavian Rome,” Toronto, May 7, 2001]).
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suggesting that the technical details of what surely would have been a considerable 
operation would have slowed down the plot and bored Josephus’s audience. Th is 
explanation, however, fails to note the infl uence on Josephus of the Greco-Roman 
literary tradition, in which such divergences from the narrative are common, es-
pecially when they serve the rhetorical purposes of the author.16

Another problem with Neusner’s analysis of the passage in B.J. 1.148–53 is that 
it overlooks the possibility that Josephus may have been infl uenced not only by the 
conventions of Greco-Roman literature but also by Greco-Roman ideas of purity. 
In ancient Greek literature, as in ancient Jewish literature, entering a temple aft er 
contact with a corpse was considered a sacrilege.17 While the theme of death in the 
temple is highly prominent in Greek literature, 18 it does not constitute an impor-
tant idea in either biblical or Second Temple Jewish literature.19 Yet in Josephus’s 
writings we encounter several instances of death and murder in the Jewish temple. 
Here Josephus does not rely on an exclusively Jewish concept of purity. Rather, he 
uses a distinctly Greek concept of miasma in order to further his rhetorical agenda. 
He depicts Pompey and others as committing sacrilege in the temple as a means 
of denigrating his literary characters in a way that would have been understood 
by his primary Roman audience.20 If Josephus fails to mention any subsequent 
purifi cation of the temple, it is not because he is afraid of boring his audience. 
Such rites, if they even existed, are simply not of any concern to him or his audi-
ence. Here, Josephus’s focus is on the act of sacrilege and not on the relationship 
between temple and purity.

Philo

Neusner’s overview of the idea of purity in Philo emphasizes Philo’s allegoriza-
tion of the purity laws.21 His main interest is in the question “Which laws does 

16. Per Bilde suggests that Josephus’s writing combines elements of both religious Jew-
ish historiographical tradition and Hellenistic literary culture and historiography (Flavius 
Josephus between Jerusalem and Rome: His Life, His Works, and Th eir Importance [JSPSup 2; 
Sheffi  eld: JSOT, 1988], 200–206).

17. See for example, Eur. Iph. taur. 380–384.
18. See, for example, Plut. Dem. 29.5. Here Demosthenes, knowing that he will soon 

be captured, departs from the sanctuary of Poseidon in order to control the location of 
his death and ensure that his corpse does not pollute the temple of the deity. In addition 
to the theme of death in the temple, other Greek ideas concerning purity can be found in 
Josephus’s writings, including the concept of blood on the hands and a concern with the 
denial of burial.

19. Th e theme of death in the temple, however, would have appealed to Josephus’s sec-
ondary Jewish audience, who would have been familiar with the biblical story of Nadab and 
Abihu, who died in the tabernacle (Lev 10:1–20). It is important to note that in Lev 16:1 a 
connection is made between these deaths and the laws regarding the purgation of the sanc-
tuary. However, this one incident hardly constitutes a prominent theme in the literature.

20. Another example of Josephus’s use of miasma in character portrayals may be found 
in B.J. 6.124–28, where the Zealots are vociferously condemned for defi ling their own tem-
ple with Roman and Jewish corpses. 

21. For Neusner’s discussion on purity in Philo, see Th e Idea, 44–49.
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[Philo] choose, and in terms of what other issues or ideas does he attempt to in-
terpret them?”22 Neusner suggests that Philo takes into account a wide range of 
purity laws, but interprets them “in terms entirely divorced from the Scriptural 
sense.”23 Th us Philo’s interpretations oft en make use of what Neusner terms the 
second-level metaphor. An example may found in Philo’s contrast between purity 
and wickedness, in which he suggests that wickedness makes purity impure in the 
same way as it makes truth into falsehood: “Furthermore, they cleanse their bod-
ies with lustrations and purifi cations, but they neither wish nor practise to wash 
off  from their souls the passions by which life is defi led” (Cher. 94–95). According 
to Neusner, Philo is treating purity as a metaphor for moral cleanness in much 
the same way as does the biblical text. Purity becomes a second-level metaphor, 
however, when Philo further allegorizes the concept of moral cleanness as a meta-
phor for self-control. Without self-control, explains Philo, “A man may submit 
to sprinklings with holy water and to purifi cations, befouling his understanding 
while cleansing his body” (Det. 20). 

Neusner identifi es a second use of allegorization in Philo’s interpretation of cul-
tic and priestly purity laws, in which he emphasizes the spiritual or philosophical 
virtue symbolized by purity. Th e requirement that priests wash their hands and 
feet symbolizes the blameless life (De vita Mosis 2.138). Th ose who off er sacrifi ces 
must be pure in body and soul. According to Philo, the body is cleansed through 
sprinklings and ablutions, whereas the soul is purifi ed through the contemplation 
of the perfection of the sacrifi cial victim. For this reason, the “careful scrutiny of 
the animal is a symbol representing in a fi gure the reformation of your own con-
duct” (Spec. 1.259–60). Th is emphasis on the cleanliness of body and soul is found 
in other contexts as well. For example, Philo states: 

Th ose who mean to resort to the Temple must needs have their bodies made 
clean and bright, and before their bodies, their souls. . . . Th e mind is cleansed by 
wisdom, and the truths of wisdom’s teaching which guide its steps to the contem-
plation of the universe. . . . (Spec. 1.269–70) 

Once again, Philo emphasizes the importance of cleanness in his appeal to lead a 
blameless life and maintain proper attitudes.

For Neusner, Philo’s allegorization of the purity rules sometimes goes beyond 
his demand for the purifi cation of body and soul. Th is is especially apparent in his 
varied interpretations of the laws pertaining to corpse contamination, menstrua-
tion, and leprosy. For example, Philo maintains that the vessels and furniture in 
the house of a corpse are unclean, suggesting that when the soul of a man departs, 
everything he leaves behind is in a state of defi lement (Spec. 3.205). In consid-
ering the impurity of the menstrual woman, Philo suggests that she is deemed 
unclean so that a man will “remember the lesson that the generative seeds should 
not be wasted fruitlessly for the sake of a gross and untimely pleasure” (Spec. 3.32). 
Finally, he characterizes leprosy as a polymorphous disease that assumes many 

22. Ibid., 45.
23. Ibid., 45–46.
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forms. It symbolizes a “lack of fi rmness of judgment and an unstable, agitated life” 
(Somn. 1.202).

While he off ers a glimpse of the purity laws that were most important to Philo, 
Neusner does not relate the Philonic material very closely to the main themes of 
his overall study. Th us he does not demonstrate how Philo’s understanding of pu-
rity is linked to his interpretation of the temple, nor does he discuss the relation-
ship between cultic and metaphorical impurity.

Th e Pharisees, Non-Priestly Purity, and the Temple

In Th e Idea of Purity in Ancient Judaism, as well as in other scholarly writings, 
Neusner contends that the laws pertaining to ritual purity were especially impor-
tant to the Pharisees.24 Accordingly, the Pharisaic sectarians formed havurot, or 
“fellowship groups,” in which they ate their meals in a state of ritual purity, as if 
they themselves were temple priests.25 Th ey were also careful about giving the re-
quired tithes and off erings that were due to the priesthood.26 Commenting on the 
purity practices of the Pharisees, Neusner states: 

Th e Pharisees, like the Dead Sea commune, believed that one must keep the pu-
rity laws outside of the Temple. Other Jews, following the plain sense of Leviticus, 
supposed that purity laws were to be kept only in the Temple. Th e priests also had 
to eat their Temple food in a state of purity, but lay people did not. To be sure, 
everyone who went to the Temple had to be pure, but outside of the Temple . . . 
it was not required that noncultic activities be conducted in a state of Levitical 
cleanness.27

24. See, for example, Neusner, Th e Idea, 64–71; Jacob Neusner, From Politics to Piety: Th e 
Emergence of Pharisaic Judaism (Englewood Cliff s, NJ: Prentice–Hall, 1973), 73–80, 83–85, 
119–20; idem, Th e Rabbinic Traditions about the Pharisees before 70 (3 vols.; Leiden: Brill, 
1971), 3:286–304.

25. Neusner follows Gedalyahu Alon, who asserts that the Pharisees of the fi rst century 
ate their ordinary food in a state of levitical purity. See Alon, “Th e Bounds of the Laws of 
Levitical Cleanness,” in Jews, Judaism, and the Classical World: Studies in Jewish History in 
the Times of the Second Temple and Talmud (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1977), 190–234. Th e 
question of whether or not the Pharisees ate ordinary food in purity has become the subject 
of scholarly debate. E. P. Sanders, for example, argues that the Pharisees did not live like 
temple priests, nor did they handle all food in purity. See Sanders, “Did the Pharisees Eat 
Ordinary Food in Purity?” in Jewish Law from Jesus to the Mishnah: Five Studies (London: 
SCM Press, 1990), 248–50. Hannah Harrington contends that the Pharisees did not think of 
themselves as priests, nor did they adopt the total regimen required for a priestly way of life. 
Th ey did think, however, that it was important to eat like priests and thus considered that 
their own food was holy to some degree. See Hannah K. Harrington, “Did the Pharisees Eat 
Ordinary Food in a State of Ritual Purity?” JSJ 26 (1995): 42–54, esp. 53–54.

26. Neusner’s conception of the Pharisees is largely derived from two sources: the Gos-
pels’ portrayal of the Pharisees and the descriptions of the havurah found in the law codes 
of later rabbinic Judaism. See, for example, Neusner, Th e Idea, 65; idem, From Politics, 67–
96, esp. 78–80, 87–90.

27. Neusner, Th e Idea, 65.
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Once again, Neusner emphasizes the relationship between purity and temple. 
First he assumes that the ritual purity laws apply only to the priests and the temple; 
then he posits that the adoption of purity law outside the temple is an expression 
of the desire to live like a priest. In eating secular food in a state of purity, the 
Pharisees appropriated the status of priest for themselves and all Jews equally. Th e 
biblical commandment “You shall be a kingdom of priests and a holy people” was 
taken literally, as the table of every Jew attained the status of the altar of God.28

Neusner emphasizes that the table-fellowship of the Pharisees was not a special 
ritual but an ordinary daily routine. Like their neighbors, Pharisees ate most of 
their meals at home. Th e elements of Pharisaic law-observance that distinguished 
these meals from the ordinary were largely external to the meal itself. How and 
what one ate was circumscribed by the agricultural laws and purity rules. Th e fi eld 
was the focal point for the observance of agricultural laws, whereas the kitchen 
was the locus for observance of the purity rules concerned with food preparation. 
Moreover, the act of washing before a meal was a purifi cation rite performed prior 
to sitting at the table.29

Neusner’s understanding of Pharisaic table fellowship has been challenged by 
E. P. Sanders.30 Sanders argues that while the Pharisees were more meticulous than 
others in defi ning ritual impurity, they did not live like priests, nor did they keep 
their tables as pure as the altar.31 Particularly pertinent to our discussion is Sanders’ 
critique of Neusner’s temple-oriented view of purity, which he claims is fl awed by 
its inherent contradiction.32 Sanders observes that in Th e Idea of Purity in Ancient 
Judaism, Neusner includes a detailed description of the biblical laws concerning 
defi lement, clearly pointing out that there are non-priestly and non-temple purity 
laws. Yet, several pages later, Neusner asserts that in the Second Temple period the 
purity laws applied only to the priests and the temple.33 It is only on the basis of 
this second assertion that he can make the claim that the Pharisees were express-
ing their desire to live like priests, when they accepted any of the purity laws. 

Th e association of purity and temple is central to Neusner’s conception of 
purity in early Judaism, as it relates to the Pharisees as well as to other groups. 
He views the language of purity as important in pre-70 c.e. Palestine “both as a 

28. Ibid., 65–66. 
29. Ibid., 66–67.
30. E. P. Sanders, “Did the Pharisees Eat Ordinary Food in Purity?” 131–254. 
31. Ibid., 249.
32. Here I address one small issue in the long-standing debate between Neusner and 

Sanders, with respect to the Pharisees. Th e magnitude of this scholarly debate is evident 
from the number of articles and reviews that have been written on both sides. See, for 
example, Sanders, Jewish Law from Jesus to the Mishnah; Jacob Neusner, Judaic Law from 
Jesus to the Mishnah: A Systematic Reply to Professor E. P. Sanders (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 
1993).

33. Sanders, “Did the Pharisees Eat Ordinary Food in Purity?” 176. Sanders states un-
equivocally: “[I]t is not the case, however, that the purity laws of the Bible aff ect only the 
temple and the priesthood. Some scholars . . . mistakenly think that ‘settled halakah’ of 
purity had to do only with these, but that is not so even in biblical law” (ibid., 147).
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polemical theme for sectarian discourse, and as a means of defi ning a sectarian 
community’s relationship to the Jerusalem Temple.”34 Th is “minimalist” view is 
contested by John C. Poirier, who argues that “in Second Temple times, there was 
no necessary connection between purity and the temple.”35 Poirier off ers convinc-
ing and considerable evidence for a much wider application of the purity halakhah 
in early Judaism, fi nding evidence of Jews purifying themselves immediately aft er 
contact with the dead (Tob 2:9; Spec. 3.206) and before prayer (Jdt 12:6–10; Sib. 
Or. 3:591–93; 4:162–66; Let. Aris. 305–6).36 Th is broad application of purity prac-
tices is supported by the archaeological evidence of mikvaot (ritual baths) or wash 
basins in proximity to synagogues and tombs of the period.37 Stone jars, which 
prevented the spread of ritual impurity at mealtime, have been found in almost 
every known Jewish settlement in Palestine.38 Poirier concludes: “Th e notion that 
the ritual purity laws of Second Temple Judaism existed solely for the sake of the 
temple is a scholarly construct with little basis in reality.” 

II. Jonathan Klawans

In his book Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism, Klawans investigates how var-
ious groups of ancient Jews interpreted the relationship between ritual and moral 
impurity. Did Jewish communities in the Second Temple period maintain the dis-
tinction between the two forms of impurity, or were these concepts of defi lement 
restructured, confl ated, or transformed in other ways? 

Klawans begins his investigation of impurity in ancient Judaism with a discus-
sion of passages from Ezra and Nehemiah, Jubilees, the Temple Scroll, the Da-
mascus Document, and other texts.39 Th is group of texts shows that “the biblical 

34. Neusner, Th e Idea, 108.
35. John C. Poirier, “Purity beyond the Temple in the Second Temple Era,” JBL 122 

(2003): 247–65. Commenting specifi cally on Neusner, Poirier indicates that “Neusner 
sometimes asserts the temple orientation of the biblical purity laws, [but] he oft en properly 
qualifi es this rubric (to the point of making it invalid)” (ibid., 254 n. 20).

36. Ibid., 256. A quick perusal of the indices at the end of Th e Idea of Purity in Ancient 
Judaism indicates that Neusner cites the same passages from Philo, Judith, and the Letter of 
Aristeas. Furthermore, he indicates in his introduction that “the Sibylline Oracles . . . testify 
to the requirement of washing hands before prayer” (Th e Idea, 3).

37. Poirier, “Purity beyond the Temple,” 256–57.
38. Ibid., 257–58. According to rabbinic halakhah stone vessels can not be defi led, pre-

sumably because they are made from unworked material (m. Ohal. 5:5). Here, Poirier is 
relying on the scholarship of Eyal Regev, who suggests that “the spreading of the use of 
stone vessels from the time of Herod to the Bar Kokhba revolt indicates that in this period 
. . . non-priestly purity was widespread all across the Land of Israel” (Eyal Regev, “Pure 
Individualism: Th e Idea of Non-Priestly Purity in Ancient Judaism,” JSJ 31 [2000]: 183; cf. 
idem, “Non-Priestly Purity and Its Religious Aspects according to Historical Sources and 
Archaeological Findings,” in Purity and Holiness: Th e Heritage of Leviticus [ed. M. J. H. M. 
Poorthuis and J. Schwartz; Leiden: Brill, 2000], 233).

39. Klawans, “Moral Impurity in the Second Temple Period,” in Impurity and Sin, 43–60. 
Also included in this chapter are discussions on Jubilees, the Temple Scroll, and the Damas-
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idea of moral defi lement persists into the Second Temple period.”40 In Klawans’s 
view, scholars have not recognized adequately the conception of sin as a defi l-
ing force. For this reason, commentators oft en misconstrue references to moral 
impurity as being concerned with ritual impurity. In order to shed light on this 
problem, Klawans identifi es passages from the literature that have routinely been 
associated with ritual impurity and demonstrates how they are best understood 
as representations of moral impurity. In the remainder of our review of ritual and 
moral impurity in ancient Judaism, we will examine Klawans’s analysis of these 
texts concerning moral defi lement. In addition, we will also consider Klawans’s 
examination of impurity and sin in Philo, which appears in the section of his book 
pertaining to ritual and moral impurity in Ancient Jewish literature.

Ezra and Nehemiah and the Expulsion of the Foreign Wives

Klawans’s discussion of Ezra and Nehemiah focuses on the issue of the Jews 
taking foreign wives.41 Both leaders were opposed to exogamy and urged the dis-
solution of all marriages between Jews and Gentiles. Th e book of Ezra uses the 
language of defi lement in reference to the problem (Ezra 6:21; 9:1, 11–14), and 
the book of Nehemiah describes the proposed solution of divorce as a purifi cation 
(Neh 13:30). Th is latter point has led many scholars to conclude that the foreign 
wives were ritually impure, presumably because of their status as Gentiles. Kla-
wans argues, however, that Ezra-Nehemiah is not concerned with ritual impurity. 
He notes that the two books address only the status of foreign women and not the 
impurity of all Gentiles. More to the point, he contends that the passages are not 
echoing the priestly traditions of ritual impurity found in P but rather the Holiness 
Code’s traditions related to moral impurity.42

Th e book of Ezra’s concern with moral impurity is evident in its use of the 
word twb(wt to describe the abhorrent practices of the peoples of the land, whose 
daughters were marrying the priests, Levites, and people of Israel (Ezra 9:1–3). In 
Leviticus, the term twb(wt is used exclusively in connection with moral impurity, 
and not ritual impurity.43 Ezra’s concern is as follows: 

Now, what can we say in the face of this, O our God, for we have forsaken Your 
commandments, which You gave us through Your servants the prophets when 
You said, “Th e land that you are about to possess is a land unclean [)yh hdn Cr)] 
through the uncleanness of the peoples of the land through their abhorrent prac-
tices [Mhytb(wtb twcr)h ym( tdnb] with which they, in their impurity [Mt)m+b], 
have fi lled it from one end to the other. Now then, do not give your daughters in 

cus Document. Th ese sections will not be reviewed at this point but will be included in the 
review of the literature from Qumran in chapter 3. 

40. Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 43.
41. For Klawans’s discussion on moral impurity in Ezra and Nehemiah, see ibid., 

43–46. 
42. Ibid., 44. According to Klawans, “no biblical text considers Gentiles to be ritually 

impure” (Jonathan Klawans, “Notions of Gentile Impurity in Ancient Judaism,” AJSR 20 
[1995]: 291).

43. Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 26.
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marriage to their sons or let their daughters marry your sons; do nothing for their 
well-being or advantage, then you will be strong and enjoy the bounty of the land 
and bequeath it to your children forever.” (Ezra 9:10–12)

Th e echoes of Lev 18 are clear: “Th e abominable acts (twb(wt) of the women in 
question defi le the land of Israel and threaten the chances that the people of Israel 
have of dwelling in their land for perpetuity (9:1, 12).”44 

Even as Ezra echoes Lev 18, it also makes some modifi cations to the priestly 
text. An example is Ezra’s use of the term hdn to articulate moral defi lement (9:1). 
Th is term is commonly used in the Hebrew Bible to refer to menstruation, a ritual 
impurity that does not defi le the land. Only on one occasion is the term used in the 
Holiness Code to articulate the moral defi lement of sin (Lev 20:21). Klawans sug-
gests that the passage in Ezra 9, like that of Lev 20:21, creates a simile between the 
moral impurity of the people and the ritual impurity of a menstrual woman. Th is 
usage is quite common in some of the Jewish literature from the Second Temple 
period, such that the term hdn (impure) becomes a synonym for twb(wt (abomi-
nations). Th us the land defi led by abomination or sin is described as an hdn Cr) 

(impure land), as in Ezra 9:11.45

Ezra 9’s most signifi cant divergence from the Holiness Code is its association of 
moral impurity with intermarriage (9:11). While a small number of pentateuchal 
traditions ban marriages with certain foreigners, “there is no general prohibition 
of intermarriage articulated in the Torah.”46 Such a prohibition is absent even in 
the Holiness Code. In prohibiting intermarriage, Ezra 9 uses the language of the 
Holiness Code to express the ideology of Deut 7:1–4, which prohibits Israelites 
from marrying among the seven Canaanite nations. As in Deuteronomy, this issue 
is not one of ritual impurity but rather a concern that these nations are idolatrous 
and will lead the Israelites astray. Th e prohibition against intermarriage is also 
found in Neh 13:1, which builds on the ideology of Deuteronomy in a similar fash-
ion (Deut 23:2–9).47 Both Ezra and Nehemiah express the fear that intermarriage 
will lead to sin, as it did for Solomon (Neh 13:26).48

Th e idea of the Gentiles engaging in morally defi ling behavior is not new to 
Ezra-Nehemiah. What is new, according to Klawans, is the idea that moral impu-
rity is inherent to the Gentiles: the foreign women are unsuitable because they are 
sinful by their very nature.49 For this reason, neither Ezra nor Nehemiah entertains 

44. Ibid., 44. 
45. Klawans comments that the use of the term hdn to describe the land that has been 

defi led through sin is particularly appropriate, since the word connotes an idea of separa-
tion. If Israel should defi le the land with her moral sins, she will be exiled—that is, separated 
from the land (ibid., 45).

46. Ibid., 45. Klawans cites the biblical prohibitions against marrying from among 
the seven Canaanite nations (Deut 7:1–4), as well as the further prohibitions against the 
mamzer, the Ammonite, and the Moabite (Deut 23:2–9). See ibid, n. 9.

47. Ibid., n. 11.
48. In the deuteronomic traditions, Solomon was led astray by his foreign wife (1 Kgs 

11:1–2). Ibid., 45.
49. Klawans correctly points out that this attitude toward Gentiles contradicts that of the 
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the possibility of conversion, but insists on expulsion as the only means by which 
to thwart their corrupt infl uence. Klawans views the necessity of expulsion as an 
extension of the notion of moral impurity.50

Sin and the Sanctuary in Other Texts

Klawans notes that while numerous biblical passages refer to idolatry as defi l-
ing the sanctuary (e.g., Lev 20:1–3), none suggests the same with regard to sexual 
sins.51 Yet in the literature of the Second Temple period the idea that sexual sin 
defi les the sanctuary is quite common. By way of example, Klawans examines texts 
from 1 Enoch, the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, and the Psalms of Solomon.

Th e book of 1 Enoch is based partly on Gen 6:1–4, in which the watchers or 
divine angels have illicit sexual relationships with the daughters of humankind 
who consequently give birth to giants (1 En. 7:1–2). In 1 Enoch, the off spring of 
these relationships commit acts of evil, creating earthly chaos (7:2–6), and the 
angels are punished for wrongly initiating sexual relations with the women of the 
earth (chs. 9–10). Two aspects of this story are pertinent to the theme of purity. 
First, the sexual relations with human women defi les the watchers: “they went in 
unto the daughter of the people on earth; and they lay together with them—with 
those women—and defi led themselves, and revealed to them every (kind of) sin” 
(9:8; cf. 10:11; 12:4; 15:3). Signifi cantly, this defi lement does not bring about the 
impermanent state of contagion associated with ritual impurity but, rather, a state 
of permanent degradation (14:4–5). Second, the watchers are banished or exiled 
from heaven on account of their sexual defi lement (14:5).

For Klawans, 1 Enoch articulates an idea of moral impurity in which sexually 
defi ling behavior leads to permanent exile. At the same time, however, its concept 
of moral defi lement does not entirely conform to the biblical idea of moral impu-
rity. In contrast to the Holiness Code, 1 Enoch does not make any explicit reference 

Holiness Code, which extends to the Gentiles of the land certain prohibitions that prevent 
moral impurity (e.g., Lev 18:26; Num 35:15). See ibid., 45.

50. Klawans states: “If ritual impurity were the concern, we would expect to see some 
possibility of ritual purifi cation, but that is not the case. Th e only ‘hope’ (Ezra 10:2) for 
Israel, as far as the books of Ezra and Nehemiah are concerned, is the expulsion of the for-
eign wives” (ibid., 46). In her book Gentile Impurities and Jewish Identities, Christine Hayes 
supports Klawans’s basic thesis that the foreign women in Ezra and Nehemiah were not 
considered ritually impure. She does question his claim that the use of purity terminology 
in Ezra-Nehemiah is an extension of the concept of moral impurity found in the Holiness 
Code. Noting that Klawans himself observes signifi cant diff erences in the concepts of purity 
found in the two sources, she suggests that “he does not fully appreciate the implication of 
his own observation, namely, that this impurity is suffi  ciently diff erent as to warrant a new 
designation.” Building on the scholarship of Klawans, Hayes suggests that Ezra and Nehe-
miah were concerned not only for the foreign women’s threat to the moral purity of the 
Israelites, but to the genealogical purity of Israel. See Christine E. Hayes, Gentile Impurities 
and Jewish Identities: Intermarriage and Conversion from the Bible to the Talmud (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2002), 6–7.

51. For Klawans’s discussion on impurity relating to other texts, see Impurity and Sin, 
56–60.
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to the defi lement of the land. Th ere is, however, God’s command to “give life to 
the earth which the angels have corrupted” (1 En. 10:7), which implies that the sin 
of the watchers had an adverse eff ect on the land. Further, in 1 Enoch the defi led 
sinners are banished from heaven and not the land. Th e angels’ banishment from 
heaven, however, may be seen as analogous to the threat of human exile from the 
land in the Holiness Code. Finally, 1 Enoch lacks any reference to the defi lement of 
the sanctuary, not surprising given that the events it describes are deemed to have 
occurred long before the building of the temple. 

Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs is a second text in which sexual sin causes 
the defi lement of the sanctuary.52 In T. Levi, the use of purity language in relation 
to sin articulates an idea that moral impurity caused by sexual misdeeds leads to 
exile:

You will rob the Lord’s off erings; from the portions allotted to him you will steal; 
and before sacrifi cing to the Lord you will take for yourself the choicest pieces and 
share them like common food with whores. . . . You will pollute married women 
and defi le the virgins of Jerusalem, and you will be united with prostitutes and 
adulteresses. You will take Gentile women as wives and purify them with a form 
of purifi cation contrary to the law; and your unions will be like Sodom and Go-
morrah in ungodliness. . . . And so the temple, which the Lord will choose, will 
be laid waste because of your uncleanness, and you will be carried off  as captives 
by all the Gentiles. (14:5–15:1)

Moral impurity emerges clearly in other passages of the Testaments. For ex-
ample, T. Levi 9:9 states: “Be on guard against the spirit of promiscuity, for it is 
constantly active and through your descendants it is about to defi le the sanctuary.” 
Th is text, like the Holiness Code, states that impurity causes pollution of the sanc-
tuary and results in the exile of the people. Klawans, however, views an ambiguity 
in this Testament with respect to one crucial point: Do the sins defi le the sanctuary 
directly, or do the sins defi le in some other way, resulting in divine punishment 
that includes the desolation of the sanctuary by Israel’s enemies? Although he can-
not resolve this ambiguity, Klawans maintains that “the Testaments are, on the 
whole, aware of and concerned with the morally defi ling force of sexual sins.” In 
his view T. Levi is the clearest of all the Testaments in its articulation of the idea 
that sexual sins lead to the defi lement of the sanctuary. 53

52. Klawans indicates that the date of the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs is a sub-
ject of scholarly debate and that there is some question as to whether the texts are Jewish 
or Christian in origin. Having acknowledged these diffi  culties, he proceeds to analyze the 
passages that are concerned with purity. According to Klawans, the use of purity language 
can be found for example in T. Reu. 1:6; 4:8; 6:1; T. Sim. 2:13; 5:3–5; T. Jud. 14:3–5; T. Iss. 
4:4; T. Ash. 4:3–5; 7:1–2; T. Jos. 4:6; T. Benj. 6:7; 8:2–3. Klawans indicates that although these 
passages all use the terminology of defi lement in the context of sin, most do not go beyond 
this usage to articulate an idea of moral impurity (ibid., 57, and esp. n. 99).

53. Klawans quotes T. Ash. 7:1–2, which off ers a clear example of defi ling sin leading to 
the destruction of the sanctuary and exile brought about by Israel’s enemies. Here there is 
no sense of an accumulation of sin leading to defi lement of the sanctuary. Th is example is 
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Evidence that sexual sin defi les the sanctuary is also found in the Psalms of 
Solomon:

Th eir sins were in secret, and even I did not know.
Th eir lawless actions surpassed the gentiles before them;
they completely profaned (e0bebh/lwsan) the sanctuary of the Lord. (1:7–8) 

Th e Psalms of Solomon does not exclusively discuss sexual sin in this passage. 
According to Klawans, however, the phrase “gentiles before them” alludes to Lev 
18:27, which states that the Canaanites were expelled from the land because of 
their sexual sins.54 Klawans suggests that “secret” sins bring to mind sexual mis-
deeds, as in Pss. Sol. 4:5 and 8:9, both of which refer to sexual sins committed in 
secret. On the basis of these passages, Klawans suggests that the idea that sexual 
sin defi les the sanctuary may have been commonplace by the fi rst century b.c.e.

Impurity and Sin in Philo’s Th ought 

Klawans emphasizes the clarity with which Philo articulates the relationship 
between ritual and moral impurity.55 He quotes:

We have described to the best of our ability the regulations for sacrifi ces and will 
next proceed to speak of those who off er them. Th e Law would have such a person 
pure in body and soul, the soul purged of its passions and distempers and infi rmi-
ties and every viciousness of word and deed, the body of the things which com-
monly defi le it. For each it devised the purifi cations which befi tted it. For the soul 
it used the animals which the worshiper is providing for sacrifi ce, for the body 
sprinklings and ablutions of which we will speak a little later. (Spec. 1.256–61)

Klawans suggests that Philo posits an analogical or allegorical relationship be-
tween ritual and moral impurity. Accordingly, the naturally occurring ritual im-
purity aff ects the body and thereby teaches individuals to direct their attention to 
the moral impurity caused by sin that affl  icts their soul. For Philo, as in the Penta-
teuch, resolution of ritual impurity occurs through ritual purifi cation, whereas the 
amelioration of moral impurity requires atonement and sacrifi ce. Th e diff erence 
here is that whereas the biblical concept of moral impurity specifi es murder, idola-
try, and sexual misconduct, Philo refers more generally to the defi lement of the 
soul resulting from various forms of sin. Moreover, the Hebrew Bible emphasizes 
that moral sin defi les the land. In contrast, Philo is concerned with the eff ect of 
moral defi lement on individuals and their souls.56

informative in that it off ers an alternative way of interpreting the passage from the Testa-
ment of Levi, but it does not help to resolve the ambiguity (see ibid., 58).

54. Ibid., 59, and n. 107. Here Klawans also cites Büchler, who suggests a connection 
between the reference to the earth abhorring the sinners in Pss. Sol. 2:9 to the idea of the 
land spewing out the Canaanites in Lev 18:28 (Büchler, Studies, 274).

55. For Klawans’s discussion on impurity and sin in Philo, see “Impurity and Sin,” 
64–66.

56. Ibid., 64–65. Klawans indicates, however, that Philo is aware of the notion that sin 
defi les the land (Praem. 68). See n. 8.
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Philo diverges from the biblical text when he posits an explicit analogy between 
ritual and moral impurity, for the Hebrew Bible makes no correlation between the 
two forms of defi lement. Just as the soul is more important than the body, so too 
is the purifi cation of the soul more important than the purifi cation of the body 
(Mut. 240; Spec. 1.269; 3.209). It is therefore the purifi cation of the soul that is the 
prerequisite for immortality (Her. 276). 

In Philo, as in the Hebrew Bible, ritual impurity is natural, unavoidable, and not 
at all related to sin (Spec. 1.117–19). To be sure, Philo’s explanations of the ritual 
impurities sometimes involve moral lessons. Yet he never casts blame on the ritu-
ally impure (Spec. 1.118; 3.205–8), nor does he suggest that the ritually pure pos-
sess any inherent merit (Det. 20). According to Philo, sinners should be excluded 
from the sanctuary, not because their bodies are ritually impure, but because their 
souls are defi led, rendering them unworthy of approaching the sacred.

III. Summary and Conclusion

Jacob Neusner and Jonathan Klawans diff er considerably in their understand-
ing of the concept of purity in early Judaism. For Neusner, purity is inextricably 
linked to the temple in Jerusalem. As such, each community’s relationship to the 
temple is essentially defi ned by its interpretation of the biblical purity laws. Kla-
wans is also interested in how the various communities of ancient Jews interpreted 
the biblical legislation concerning purity. Yet he does not posit a necessary associa-
tion between purity and temple. Instead, he traces the development of the biblical 
concepts of ritual and moral impurity in the Second Temple period. Klawans off ers 
convincing evidence that ancient Jews were concerned with both ritual impurity 
and with the defi ling force of sin. Moreover, he identifi es an innovation in early 
Judaism’s understanding of moral impurity in the idea that sexual sin leads to the 
defi lement of the sanctuary.
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Ritual and Moral Impurity in the Dead Sea Scrolls

At the time that Neusner surveyed the purity texts from Qumran in his book Th e 
Idea of Purity in Ancient Judaism, Qumran scholarship was in its formative stage 
and most of the Dead Sea Scrolls were as yet unpublished. Neusner’s discussion 
was among the fi rst of its kind and infl uenced many subsequent scholars, such as 
Michael Newton and Florentino García Martínez. A noticeable shift  in scholarship 
coincides with the publication of Hannah Harrington’s book Th e Impurity Systems 
of Qumran and the Rabbis, as she seriously challenges the temple-centered per-
spective of Neusner and his followers. Her careful reading of the texts concerning 
ritual purity at Qumran off ers an important contribution to the fi eld. Harrington’s 
subsequent paper, “Th e Nature of Impurity at Qumran,”1 focuses on the relation-
ship between sin and ritual purity at Qumran, arguing against Neusner and García 
Martínez. Most recently, the discussion of purity and impurity at Qumran has 
been shaped by the work of Jonathan Klawans and Martha Himmelfarb, neither of 
whom advocates a temple-centered view of purity at Qumran. While they agree on 
this point, they diff er in their perspectives regarding the relationship between pu-
rity and sin at Qumran. Whereas Klawans argues that the independent concepts of 
ritual and moral impurity that are found in the Hebrew Bible become fully inter-
twined at Qumran, Himmelfarb maintains that there is no such confl ation of these 
categories within the yahad. Th ree decades aft er Neusner, the full corpus of texts 
is now available. Texts pertinent to the study of purity include sectarian texts, such 
as the Rule of the Community (1QS), Habakkuk Pesher (1QpHab), 4Q Miqs.at 
Ma‘aseh ha-Torah (4QMMT), and 4Q Ritual of Purifi cation (4Q512) as well as the 
quasi-sectarian literature of Jubilees, the Temple Scroll (11QT), and the Damascus 
Document (CD). Nevertheless, the issue remains open for debate.

I. Jacob Neusner

Th e Yahad

Neusner’s treatment of the ideas of purity at Qumran is grounded in his view 
that the community was founded by temple priests who viewed the Jerusalem 
temple as hopelessly defi led and its services as rejected and abandoned by God. 

1. Hannah K. Harrington, “Th e Nature of Impurity at Qumran,” in Th e Dead Sea Scrolls: 
Fift y Years aft er Th eir Discovery, 1947–1997 (ed. L. H. Schiff man, E. Tov, and J. C. Vander-
Kam; Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 2000), 610–16.

47
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As God’s new dwelling place, the community constituted a new temple and their 
study and fulfi llment of the laws a form of temple worship.2 

Neusner surveys excerpts from the Damascus Document (CD), the Commu-
nity Rule (1QS), and the Hodayot (1QH) to support his view that purity was cen-
tral for the yahad.3 Th e Damascus Document, for example, refers to purifi cation 
with water (CD X, 12f) and is concerned with the purity of those off ering sacrifi ces 
to God (CD XI, 19–21) and entering the house of meeting (twxt#h tyb) in order 
to pray (CD XI, 22).4 Concern with impurity is also evident in the admonition 
against having sexual intercourse in Jerusalem (#dqmh ry(), thereby conveying 
uncleanliness to the temple (CD XII, 1–2). According to the text, one must dis-
tinguish between the clean and unclean, as well as the holy and profane (CD XII, 
19–20).

According to the Community Rule, purity is central to the process of initia-
tion into the yahad. Th e individual who remains outside the community “shall 
not be reckoned among the perfect; he shall neither be purifi ed by atonement, nor 
cleansed by purifying waters, nor sanctifi ed by seas and rivers, nor washed clean 
with ablution” (1QS III, 3–6). In contrast, one who is initiated into the yahad “shall 
be cleansed from sins by the spirit of holiness. . . . And when his fl esh is sprinkled 
with purifying water and sanctifi ed by cleansing water, it shall be made clean by 
the humble submission of his soul to all the precepts of God” (1QS III, 8–9). Th e 
initiate is not allowed to touch the pure meal of the congregation until he has lived 
in the community for a full year and been examined with respect to his spirit and 
his deeds (1QS VI, 16). Transgressors of the law are prohibited from the pure meal 
of the congregation for various durations (1QS VI, 24–VII, 21). 

Th e Hodayot include theological refl ections on purity. God is said to “purify 
and cleanse them of their sin, for all their deeds are in thy truth” (1QH XIV [VI], 
8–9). Th e strong link between purity and righteousness is also found in 1QH XVI, 
10–11, which states: “I know thou hast marked the spirit of the just, and therefore 
I have chosen to keep my hands clean in accordance with [thy] will; the soul of 
Th y servant [has loathed] every work of inquiry.” Conversely, impurity is associ-
ated with sin, and “wallowing in uncleanness” represents turning aside from God’s 
truth—that is, the teachings of the yahad. 

Neusner identifi es two major innovations in the yahad’s ideas concerning pu-

2. Neusner follows Gärtner in his assertion that the community viewed itself as a tem-
ple (Bertil Gärtner, Th e Temple and the Community in Qumran and the New Testament 
[SNTSMS 1; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965], 1–15).

3. Th e passages from the Qumran documents are quoted directly from Neusner. For CD, 
Neusner uses Chaim Rabin, ed., Th e Zadokite Documents (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1958); 
for other passages, Géza Vermès, ed., Th e Dead Sea Scrolls in English (Harmondsworth, 
England: Penguin, 1970), and André Dupont-Sommer, Th e Essene Writings from Qumran 
(trans. G. Vermés; Cleveland: Meridian, 1957). For Neusner’s discussion on purity within 
the yahad, see Th e Idea, 50–54.

4. Neusner refers to twxt#h tyb as a local place of gathering for prayer. It is not clear 
whether this term refers to a house of meeting or the temple in Jerusalem. 
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rity. Th e fi rst innovation is the requirement of purity outside the temple and for 
purposes other than the conduct of the sacrifi cial cult. Neusner remarks that

the yahad’s obsessive concern for purity is matched by its claim to have a mo-
nopoly on it. Only the members are pure and control the means of purifi cation, 
e.g. 1QS III, 4–6. In that sense alone do we fi nd the purity-laws used as part of a 
much larger metaphor, comparing the Temple to the community; but within that 
metaphor, purity and impurity are understood in an entirely literal way.5

Th e notion of purity is therefore tied to the self-image of the community as a 
temple.6

Th e second innovation occurs in the community’s understanding of the rela-
tionship between impurity and sin. According to Neusner, “the yahad’s laws treat 
committing a sin not as a metaphor for becoming unclean, but as an actual source 
of uncleanness.”7 By prohibiting transgressors from touching a pure meal, the 
community eff ectively excludes them from the purity of the sect. Th e uncleanness 
caused by sin is not merely a metaphor. Rather, the individual is actually rendered 
unclean by sin.

Th is point collapses the distinction between moral and ritual impurity, that is, 
the impurity caused by sin and that caused by contact with a corpse or a menstrual 
woman. Both types of impurity require separation and a rite of purifi cation. In 
Neusner’s view, the process that resulted in the confl ation of these two categories 
was begun when the priests and prophets used purity as a metaphor for righteous-
ness. Eventually, the biblical image of the sinner as being impure was transformed 
into a reality in which the one who sins actually becomes impure and requires 
purifi cation. At Qumran, cultic and moral impurity are identical in both nature 
and consequence.

Jubilees

Another text relevant to the question of purity at Qumran is the book of Ju-
bilees, multiple copies of which were discovered in the Qumran library.8 For 
Neusner, Jubilee’s interpretation of impurity is “standard”; in its application of 

5. Neusner, Th e Idea, 53–54.
6. It is important to recognize the circularity in Neusner’s argumentation, which assumes 

at the outset that the yahad viewed itself as a temple. First, Neusner demonstrates that pu-
rity was an important issue within this so-called temple. Th en he goes on to suggest that the 
purity laws formed a basis for the larger metaphor of community as temple. Nowhere in this 
discussion does Neusner off er any comprehensive evidence to support the theory that the 
yahad did indeed regard itself as a temple. Rather, he relies entirely on the scholarly conclu-
sions of Gärtner (Th e Temple, 1–15). While Gärtner’s view that the yahad regarded itself as 
a temple has been cited and accepted by many scholars, I am not convinced that there is 
ample evidence to support this view. In 1QS, for example, there is signifi cant emphasis on 
the idea of purity (as demonstrated by Neusner), but there is never any mention of either 
the Jerusalem temple or the community as temple.

7. Neusner, Th e Idea, 54.
8. For Neusner’s discussion on the book of Jubilees, see ibid., 55–58.
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defi lement to such matters as sex, idolatry, food, and the cult, Jubilees does not 
signifi cantly develop the biblical concept of impurity. Impurity language is associ-
ated with sexual sin and idolatry. Th us Noah commands his sons to “guard their 
souls from fornication and uncleanness and all iniquity, for owing to these three 
things the fl ood came upon the earth” (7:20–21). Similarly, Abraham admonishes 
his sons to refrain from “fornication and uncleanness” (20:3, 6), and to stay away 
from “idols and their uncleannesses” (20:7). Murder is a particularly potent source 
of “uncleanness”: “for the earth will not be clean from the blood which has been 
shed upon it until it is purifi ed” by the blood of the murderer (7:33).

Impurity is also imputed to the Gentiles. Th us Isaac warns Jacob, “Separate thy-
self from the nations, and eat not with them, and do not according to their works, 
and become not their associate, for their works are unclean, and all their ways are a 
pollution and an abomination and an uncleanness” (22:16). Isaac further cautions 
his son to remove himself “from their uncleanness and from all their error and be-
ware . . . of taking a wife from any seed of the daughters of Canaan” (22:19–20). A 
similar warning against marrying Gentiles follows a reference to the Shechemites: 
“For this is unclean and abominable to Israel. And Israel will not be free from this 
uncleanness if it has a wife of the daughters of the Gentiles” (30:13–14).9

Th e discovery of Jubilees in the Qumran library suggests that the book’s views 
on purity were consistent with those of the yahad. Neusner notes that both Jubilees 
and the yahad shared an “obsessive interest” in menstrual impurity.10 Th e Scrolls, 
for example, accuse the Jerusalem priests of defi ling themselves and the sanctuary 
by engaging in sexual relations with menstruating women (CD V, 6–7). Neusner 
relates this to the “taboo” against the woman aft er childbirth, as described in the 
creation story of Jubilees (3:8–14). Th e theme of cultic purity underlying Jubilees’ 
association of the story of creation with the rules concerning the parturient would 
naturally appeal to the priestly circles at Qumran.

To sum up, Neusner makes two signifi cant contributions to the scholarship on 
purity at Qumran. First, he fi nds signifi cance in the concept of purity at Qumran 
as it relates to the self-image of the community as temple. Second, he contends 
that at Qumran there is no distinction between cultic and moral purity. Th ese two 
premises establish the framework for much of the subsequent scholarship on the 
concept of purity at Qumran. 

II. Michael Newton

In his book Th e Concept of Purity at Qumran and in the Letters of Paul,11 Mi-
chael Newton contends that the ideas of purity held by both Paul and the Qumran 
sectarians refl ected their perceptions of their respective communities as a new 
temple. With regard to Qumran, Newton writes: 

9. Neusner does not recognize that these passages depart from the Holiness Code tradi-
tions in their prohibition of intermarriage.

10. Neusner, Th e Idea, 58.
11. Michael Newton, Th e Concept of Purity at Qumran and in the Letters of Paul (Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985).
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Qumran saw itself as a priestly community in its own right; and while it did not 
see itself as a surrogate Temple and carry out sacrifi ces it certainly conducted 
itself as a replacement for the defi led temple of Jerusalem and as a dwelling place 
for God. It becomes a “holy house for Israel and a foundation of the holy of holies 
for Aaron” (1QS VIII, 5, 6) and “a dwelling of the holy of holies for Aaron . . . and 
a house of perfection and truth for Israel.”12 

Th e Qumran community strived to maintain a pure precinct suitable for the 
indwelling of God and the performance of expiatory acts. Jerusalem became their 
model, and the biblical laws pertaining to purity were applied to the community 
and its members wherever possible. Newton states:

Th us the novice may or may not have been familiar with the temple rules of pu-
rity; but what, in any case, would have been new to him was the application of 
these laws to a place outside the Jerusalem Temple, to men who were not in the 
traditional sense considered priests and to acts, which, while non-sacrifi cial, were 
considered expiatory.13 

For Newton, there is a necessary association between concepts of purity and 
temple at Qumran,14 and purity was a major focus of the Qumran community.15 
Purity regulations governed entry into the community, ongoing life within the 
community, and the disciplining of members. As a group, the Qumran sectarians 
regarded themselves as pure and outsiders as impure. Novices and penitents were 
also considered impure, at least to some extent, and were therefore excluded from 
the liquids and the common meal of the community. 

Newton contends that the references to the “purity” of the community in the 
Scrolls refer to all things which belong to the community. In general, this includes 
all those solid objects susceptible to impurity, as well as the actual atoning life of 
the community. Everything related to the expiatory life of the community was 
required to be in a state of purity; only thus will God be able to dwell in their 
midst. 

Newton views purity and morality as intertwined:16

Th e Dead Sea Scrolls show without a doubt that an examination of the concept 
of purity cannot be carried out in the realm of the cult to the exclusion of a con-
sideration of morality. Th e concern with purity that was manifested at Qumran 

12. Ibid., 14. Here Newton relies heavily on the scholarship of Georg Klinzing, Die Um-
deutung des Kultus in der Qumrangemeinde und im Neuen Testament (Göttingen: Vanden-
hoeck und Ruprecht, 1966), 41, 116ff . For further discussion of the notion of the yahad as 
temple, see chapter 5 of the present volume. 

13. Newton, Th e Concept of Purity, 15.
14. Although Newton (ibid., 8) does not explicitly cite Neusner here, the infl uence of 

Neusner’s scholarship is unmistakable. Indeed, Newton explicitly states in his introduction 
his intent to take up and expand on Neusner’s contention that the role of purity must be 
understood in the context of the temple. 

15. For Newton’s treatment of taharah (purity), see ibid., 21–26.
16. See ibid., 40–49.
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covered both the cultic and the moral life to the extent that the two areas were 
intermingled and at times indistinguishable.17 

Indeed, it may be inappropriate to distinguish between ritual and moral im-
purity at Qumran at all, as sin is oft en described as engendering impurity. In CD 
X, 2–3, for example, sin makes an individual unclean and therefore unfi t to act as 
a witness, whereas in 1QS VIII, 16–18 the individual’s deliberate wrongdoing—
sin—results in exclusion from the community and its purity. Th e punishment for 
sin at Qumran oft en involved exclusion from the purity. Th is exclusion functioned 
less as a punishment of the sinner than as a means of preserving the purity of the 
community by isolating and removing a potential source of pollution. Hence the 
deliberate sinner is permanently expelled from the community (1QS VIII, 21–24), 
while the unintentional sinner is excluded from the purity of the community until 
purifi ed by perfect behavior (1QS VIII, 24, 26). Th e length of time that the sinner 
is isolated from the purity of the community is directly proportional to the sever-
ity of the sin. 

Newton draws a parallel between the system of punishment at Qumran and the 
sacrifi cial system of the Jerusalem temple, both of which are designed to preserve 
the purity of the sacred. In Jerusalem, the inadvertent sinner brings a sacrifi ce 
in order to purge the sanctuary of the pollution that he had caused. At Qumran, 
inadvertent sin pollutes what the sectarians viewed as a temple—the community 
itself. Th e sinner cannot purge the pollution by off ering a sacrifi ce. According to 
Newton, 

All that can be done under the present circumstances, until the real Temple is 
constituted, is to remove the off ender, while the communal life of praise and per-
fection of way substitutes for the purifi cation sacrifi ce whereby the sanctuary, for 
now represented by the community, is cleansed.18 

In Newton’s view, the yahad saw sin as communicable defi lement which threat-
ens both the purity of the sectarian community and the continued presence of 
God at Qumran. Th e sinner must be excluded from the community and is prohib-
ited from having any part in its expiatory acts. In this sense, there is no distinction 
between moral and ritual impurity at Qumran. 

III. Florentino García Martínez

In “Th e Problem of Purity: Th e Qumran Solution,” Florentino García Martínez 
attempts to determine the development of thought and the theological system 
which distinguished the Qumran community from other Jewish groups of the pe-
riod with regard to purity.19 He begins with writings from the formative period of 

17. Ibid., 40
18. Ibid., 46.
19. Florentino García Martínez, “Th e Problem of Purity: Th e Qumran Solution” in Th e 

People of the Dead Sea Scrolls: Th eir Writings, Beliefs, and Practices (ed. Florentino García 
Martínez and Julio Trebolle Barrera; Leiden: Brill, 1995), 139–57.
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Qumran, the Temple Scroll, and 4QMMT, and then discusses texts from the later 
period, the Damascus Document, and the Rule of the Community.

Th e Temple Scroll

García Martínez identifi es three apparent tendencies in the Temple Scroll.20 Th e 
fi rst is the extension of the level of purity required in the temple to the entire “city 
of the temple.”21 Th us, for example, the man who is rendered impure because of 
sexual relations (XL, 11–12) is excluded from the city for a period of three whole 
days. According to levitical law, however, the man would remain impure only until 
evening, aft er which he would be permitted to enter the “temple.”

Th e second is the tendency to extend priestly regulations to the entire people. 
Th is feature can be found in the prohibition against a blind person entering the 
city of the temple. In the view of García Martínez, this prohibition is to be taken 
metaphorically as a reference to the imperfections cited in Lev 21:17–20 that pre-
clude the exercise of priestly functions. He states: “Th e fact that the Temple Scroll 
forbids them entry into the city shows that it considers all the people as subject to 
the same requirements of purity in respect of the city as the priests are in respect 
of the Temple.”22

Th e third tendency is to extend the fi eld of defi lement, as can be seen in the case 
of the pregnant woman with a dead foetus. According to m. Hullin 4:3, the woman 
is regarded as pure until the foetus is expelled from the uterus. Th e Temple Scroll, 
however, insists that “she shall be impure like a grave” (L, 10–11) from the moment 
the foetus dies.

4Q Miqs.at Ma‘aseh ha-Torah

García Martínez does not undertake a full analysis of purity in 4QMMT be-
cause, at the time of his writing, the text had not been fully published. He observes, 
however, that the three trends concerning the purity laws in the Temple Scroll also 
occur in the legislation of 4QMMT. Further, the tendency in this text to extend 
the fi eld of defi lement is in agreement with Sadducee legislation, as in the ruling 
that fl owing liquid transmits impurity (58–61), and in the practice of waiting until 
evening until ritual immersion. Th is diff ers from the Pharisaic practice of tebul 
yom, in which one who has bathed does not have to wait until sunset until purity 
status returns.

20. Cf. Florentino García Martínez, “Les limites de la communauté: Pureté et impureté 
à Qumrân et dans le Nouveau Testament,” in Text and Testimony: Essays on New Testament 
and Apocryphal Literature in Honour of A. F. J. Klijn (ed. T. Baardia et al.; Kampen: J. H. 
Kok, 1988), 114–15.

21. Whereas García Martínez translates #dqmh ry( as “city of the temple,” other schol-
ars oft en refer to the “city of the sanctuary.” It is likely that #dqmh ry( refers to the temple 
mount.

22. García Martínez, “Th e Problem of Purity,” 146.
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Th e Damascus Document

García Martínez bases his analysis of purity in CD on the copy from the Cairo 
Genizah, as well as on Milik’s description of the then-unpublished manuscripts 
from Cave 4. In this text, he argues, purity rules are generally directed toward 
preserving the purity of the members of the community in their new situation of 
separation from the Jerusalem temple. Th e three trends identifi ed with regard to 
earlier texts persist in CD alongside new elements that are characteristic of Qum-
ran thought. CD posits a transfer of purity from the realm of the temple to the 
community itself. Th us the separation of sinners from purity (CD IX, 19–23) does 
not merely deny them the food of the yahad. Rather, the expression implies the 
impurity of the sinner and his or her expulsion from the community. 

Th e Rule of the Community

It is in 1QS that the transfer of the requirements of purity from temple to com-
munity is most clearly developed. Th e penal code in VI, 24–VII, 25 presents a list 
of off enses along with a corresponding list of penalties. Th e concern with purity 
focuses not so much on the sins as on the punishments, which require the sepa-
ration of the individual from the purity of the community for a duration that is 
commensurate with the severity of the wrongdoing. 

Th e separation of the sinner from the community is best understood in connec-
tion with the sect’s admission procedures. Th e would-be member must undergo a 
lengthy “process of progressive purifi cation,” in which the candidate attains a fuller 
share in the purity of the sect with each level.23 Full membership is achieved when 
the candidate is allowed to share in the liquid food (1QS VI, 20–21). Th is process 
of gradual membership guarantees the purity of the community by ensuring that 
the candidate has attained the appropriate level of purity. Similarly, the imposed 
separation of the transgressor from the community ensures that the sinner will not 
spread his defi lement; separation is an atoning act that substitutes for the atone-
ment of the temple. Th ese procedures create progressive levels of purity within the 
community that are parallel to the concentric levels of holiness and purity that 
surround the Holy of Holies.

García Martínez traces the idea of purity at Qumran to a formative period 
in which notions of purity were associated with the temple and its cult. In the 
texts from this period, however, there is a tendency to extend the requirement 
for temple purity to the whole city and to all of the people, rather than just the 
priests. Additionally, these early texts indicate an increase in the rigor of the pu-
rity requirements. Once the community breaks with the temple in Jerusalem, it 
accommodates the rules of purity to its new situation. Th e community becomes 
a substitute for the temple, and the requirements for purity are transferred to the 
yahad. Every transgression of a community precept is regarded as both a sin and a 
source of impurity within the yahad. Th e sinner is therefore required to undergo 
a process of purifi cation. 

Th e requirement for the purifi cation of the sinner indicates a complete associa-

23. Ibid., 153.



55Ritual and Moral Purity and Impurity in the Dead Sea Scrolls

tion of impurity and sin in the latter period of the Qumran community. Whereas 
sin defi les and results in separation from the community, atonement and purifi ca-
tion enable the individual to reintegrate into the yahad. 

IV. Hannah K. Harrington

Ritual purity is the focus of Hannah Harrington’s Th e Impurity Systems of Qum-
ran and the Rabbis.24 Particularly relevant to this inquiry is Harrington’s discussion 
of three areas: (1) the relationship of the sect to the temple in Jerusalem, (2) the 
sectarian interpretation of Scripture, and (3) the purity of the common meal.25 

In contrast to Gärtner, Klinzing, and Newton, Harrington does not hold that 
the community at Qumran regarded themselves as a new temple. Rather, “the sec-
tarians upheld the importance of the cult and its Jerusalem location albeit not in 
its present condition.”26 Discussions of purity matters in the Temple Scroll and the 
Cave 4 fragments testify to the sectarians’ interest in the cult, not because they 
presently viewed themselves as participating in a temple cult, but because they 
would do so at a future time.27 She states:

Although they disagreed with the current Temple practice, the sectarians did not 
think that their communal meals conducted in ritual purity were equivalent to 
the sacrifi ces of the priests in the Temple. Th eir meals comprised merely a tem-
porary and imperfect substitute.28 

Th e Qumran sectarians believed the temple and its cult would be reestablished in 
Jerusalem in the eschaton. In the meantime, the sectarians regarded themselves as 
living in the pure status of ordinary Israelites.

Th e sectarian concept of purity was shaped through scriptural exegesis. Like 
other groups in the Second Temple period, the Qumran community regarded the 
biblical text as sacred. Th eir exegesis diff ered from that of other groups due to 
the exegetical technique of “homogenization” and the tendency toward stringency. 
Homogenization is an interpretive method by which biblical information about 
a given item is extended to other items which are similar to it.29 Th is technique 

24. Hannah K. Harrington, Th e Impurity Systems of Qumran and the Rabbis: Biblical 
Foundations (SBLDS 143; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1993).

25. See ibid., 47–67.
26. Ibid., 51.
27. Harrington indicates that the most pertinent discussions on purity from the Cave 4 

fragments are 4QTh rA1 (4Q274), 4QTohoroth A1 (4Q Purifi cation Rules A); 4QMMT, 4Q 
Miqs.at Ma‘aseh ha-Torah; 4QOrdc (4Q514), Ordonnances c; and 4QFl (4Q174), Florilegium. 
Although these fragments reveal a striking affi  nity to 11QT, there are some signifi cant dis-
crepancies in the purity legislation. Harrington suggests that the Temple Scroll’s divergence 
from the other sectarian scrolls is due to the fact that 11QT sets forth an eschatological ideal 
rather than a rule for the present community. Ibid., 48–50.

28. Ibid., 52.
29. Milgrom off ers the following example: Th e priestly legislation requires that one who 

touches a carcass bathe (Lev 11:39), whereas one who eats of the carcass or carries it is 
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results in a more uniform interpretation of the legislation, usually in a more strin-
gent direction. 

Th e common meal was fundamental to the concept of purity. Th is meal, re-
ferred to as the “purity,” is shared only by those who are clean (1QS V, 13–14; VI, 
25; VII, 16, 19, 23). All persons who come in contact with impurity must bathe 
and launder their clothes before eating. Only aft er the required ablutions may they 
eat, and then only according to their status of purity (4QOrdc 4–7). For example, 
the zab who contacts impurity is required to bathe and launder before eating. Th e 
ablution cleanses him of newly contracted defi lement, but does not alter his status 
as a zab. Th us, he still remains excluded from the purity of the community.

In her subsequent paper, “Th e Nature of Impurity at Qumran,” Harrington ex-
amines the relationship between ritual purity and sin.30 In contrast to Neusner and 
García Martínez,31 Harrington contends that the biblical distinctions between rit-
ual impurities and those caused by sin are, indeed, discernible at Qumran: “[T]he 
fact that the community regarded sin as ritually (as well as morally) defi ling (1QS 
III, 6–11; V, 13–14), does not prove the converse—that all impure individuals were 
considered sinners.”32

Harrington argues her position on both logical and biblical grounds. Logic 
dictates that normal bodily functions such as menstruating or obligatory activi-
ties such as burying the dead are not to be categorized as sinful. Th ese necessary 
activities may generate ritual impurity, but they cannot be construed as a rebellion 
against God. Harrington’s argument from Scripture is based on the observation 
that the Qumran community was a bibliocentric group. Th e sectarians would have 
known that the scriptures did not view all acts requiring immersion as a violation 
of the commandments or a rebellion against God. For example, immersion is re-
quired aft er sexual intercourse and birth, but these normal activities are not sinful; 
to the contrary, intercourse was the sole activity through which to fulfi ll the divine 
commandment to “be fruitful and multiply” (Gen 1:28). 

Harrington suggests that “impurities resulting from sin carried high penalties,” 
while “those which were not sin-related were easily purifi ed without moral stigma 
attached.”33 Two issues arise. Th e fi rst pertains to the penitential tone in purifi ca-
tion texts related to such impurities as menstruation and corpse contamination. 

required to bathe and wash their clothing (Lev 11:40). Th e Temple Scroll homogenizes or 
equalizes the scriptural data when it requires even the one who has touched a carcass to 
both bathe and launder their clothes (51:1–2). See Jacob Milgrom, “Th e Qumran Cult: Its 
Exegetical Principles,” in Temple Scroll Studies (ed. George J. Brooke; Sheffi  eld: JSOT Press, 
1989), 165–80.

30. Harrington, “Th e Nature of Impurity,” 610–16.
31. Harrington also quotes from Klawans’s preliminary article (1997) on the impurity 

of immorality: “At Qumran, sin was considered to be ritually defi ling, and ritual defi lement 
was assumed to come about because of sin. . . . Th e once independent concepts of ritual and 
moral impurity have become fully intertwined in the sectarian literature of Qumran.” See 
Jonathan Klawans, “Th e Impurity of Immorality in Ancient Judaism,” JJS 48 (1997): 10.

32. Harrington, “Th e Nature of Impurity,” 613.
33. Ibid., 612.
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In 4Q Ritual of Purifi cation (4Q512), for example, the term hdn, “menstruant,” 
is used in connection with various types of purifi cation, including purifi cation 
before festivals (cols. IV, IX–X) and purifi cation of the corpse-contaminated indi-
vidual (col. XII). According to Harrington, the use of the term hdn in 4Q512 is best 
translated not specifi cally as menstrual impurity but as a general term for ritual 
impurity.34 In the context of 4Q512, this translation is not only more accurate, but 
it also eliminates the problematic association of the menstruant with sin.

A second issue concerns individuals who confess to sin while purifying them-
selves (4Q512). If the author of the Qumran authors did, indeed, distinguish be-
tween ritual impurity and sin, how can we account for such declarations of guilt? 
Harrington concludes that in each case, the Bible associates the impurity with sin. 
Column VII, for example, describes the purifying person as a Nazirite who has 
broken his vow. Similarly, column VIII most probably describes the purifi cation of 
an individual who has contracted scale disease. While levitical law does not neces-
sarily consider this individual sinful, several biblical texts do connect this form of 
skin ailment with sin (Lev 14:34; 26:21; Deut 28:27).35 

Finally, the description of the corpse-contaminated individual in column XII 
uses the term rwpyk, “expiation,” in lines 3 and 14, thereby implying the association 
of sin with ritual impurity. But while the use of expiatory language contributes to 
the penitential tone of this text, other texts from Qumran use the term rwpyk to ex-
press “a general and continual need for forgiveness felt by all members of the com-
munity, whether ritually impure or not.”36 It may be this persistent need to con-
fess unconscious sin and acknowledge personal shortcomings that is refl ected in 
4Q512 rather than a declaration of human inadequacy associated with impurity. 

V. Jonathan Klawans

Klawans examines ritual and moral impurity at Qumran in two chapters of 
his 2001 book. Th e chapter “Moral Impurity in the Second Temple Period” dem-
onstrates that the concept of moral defi lement persists into the Second Temple 
period in passages from Jubilees, the Temple Scroll, and the Damascus Document. 
Th e chapter “Impurity and Sin in the Literature of Qumran” examines the Habak-
kuk Pesher and 4Q Miqs.at Ma‘aseh ha-Torah and addresses the identifi cation of 
ritual and moral impurity at Qumran. 

Jubilees

According to Klawans, the book of Jubilees is very much like the Holiness Code 
in its focus on moral impurity.37 As in the Holiness Code, the primary causes of 

34. As Harrington points out, there is precedent for this understanding of hdn in Scrip-
ture (e.g., Ezra 9:11; Ezek 7:19–20; Lam 1:8, 17; Zech 13:1). Ibid., 614.

35. Not only does God uses scale disease as a curse in Israel, but several individuals are 
also punished with this affl  iction because they have sinned, including Miriam (Num 12:10), 
Uzziah (2 Chr 26:23), and Gehazi (2 Kgs 5:27). See ibid., 613.

36. Harrington, “Th e Nature of Impurity,” 616.
37. Klawans cites only two examples pertaining to ritual impurity in Jubilees: the purity 
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moral defi lement are idolatry (1:9; 12:2; 20:7; 21:15; 22:17–18, 22), sexual mis-
deeds (4:22; 7:21–22; 20:3–6; 30:3; 33:7, 18–20), and bloodshed (7:33; 21:19). And 
as in the Holiness Code, the abominations are said to defi le the land of Israel and 
the sanctuary of God. Sin does not cause ritual defi lement, nor can the resultant 
impurity be rectifi ed by ritual purifi cation. In Jubilees, however, the punishment 
for sin is much worse than the exile predicted by the Holiness Code. People who 
defi le themselves with sin will meet the same fate as the inhabitants of Sodom 
(21:21; 22:22; 23:18–21): obliteration from the face of the earth.

Another respect in which Jubilees diverges from the Holiness Code is the treat-
ment of Gentile behavior. In Jubilees, as in Ezra and Nehemiah, the moral impu-
rity is inherent in the Gentiles. For this reason, intermarriage is not only prohib-
ited (30:7), but constitutes a source of moral defi lement in its own right (30:8–9, 
13–14), presumably because of the danger that intermarriage will lead to idolatry. 
Jubilees goes even further by prohibiting all forms of Jewish-Gentile interaction 
(22:16), including eating together. Here the concern is with the morally abomi-
nable behavior of the Gentiles, who are said to practice idolatry (22:17–22) and 
perform sexual transgressions (20:3–7). 

Th e Temple Scroll

Klawans views the Temple Scroll as the mirror image of Jubilees.38 Th e book of 
Jubilees is primarily concerned with moral defi lement—the defi ling force of idola-
try and sexual misdeeds—and pays little attention to ritual impurity. By contrast, 
the Temple Scroll is greatly concerned with ritual impurity and has little interest 
in moral defi lement.39 Both, however, maintain a clear distinction between ritual 
and moral impurity.

Close to seven columns of the Temple Scroll are devoted to regulations pertain-
ing to defi lement (XLV, 7–LI, 10). Many of 11QT’s laws agree with those found in 
the Torah; some strengthen older prohibitions, and others are innovations. Exam-
ples of the latter are the exclusion from the temple of males under twenty years of 
age (XXXIX, 7–9) and the description of the blind as ritually defi ling and therefore 
excluded from the city of the sanctuary (XLV, 12–14). Here, as in other legislation, 
the “city of the sanctuary” provides a new locus for sanctity, which eff ectively “keeps 
more people at a greater distance from the sacred.”40 Other innovations in the Tem-
ple Scroll include stringencies related to purifi cation procedures: the requirement 
to wait until sunset aft er immersion in order to be pure once again and the intro-
duction of what Milgrom has termed “fi rst day ablutions” (XLIX, 17–19).41

laws pertaining to the parturient in 3:8–14 and a reference to the second tithe in 32:13. For 
Klawans’s discussion of purity in Jubilees, see Impurity and Sin, 46–48.

38. For Klawans’s discussion of purity in the Temple Scroll, see Impurity and Sin, 
48–52.

39. Nevertheless, Klawans includes his treatment of the Temple Scroll in “Moral Impu-
rity in the Second Temple Period.”

40. Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 49
41. Th e practice of tebul yom, the recognition of the purity of the individual who im-

mersed on that day, was observed by the Pharisees. Th e tradition of waiting until the sunset 
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Many of these innovations agree with the sectarian literature from Qumran. 
With regard to moral impurity, however, 11QT is much closer in its ideology to the 
biblical text than to the sectarian literature. One example is 11QT LI, 11–15: 

You shall appoint judges and offi  cers in all your towns, and they shall judge the 
people with righteous judgement. And they shall not show partiality in justice, 
and shall not take a bribe, and shall not pervert justice, the bribe perverts jus-
tice, and subverts the cause of the righteous, and blinds the eyes of the wise, and 
causes great guilt, and defi les the house because of the sin of iniquity.

Moral impurity is implied in the notion that bribery “defi les the house” ()m+mw 

tybh).42 Although this source of moral impurity is not specifi ed in the biblical text, 
Klawans suggests that this innovation is rooted in biblical exegesis. Particularly 
signifi cant is an injunction in the Holiness Code against rendering an unfair deci-
sion: +p#mb lw( w#(t-)l. One must not favor the poor or show deference to the 
rich (Lev 19:15), nor may one falsify measure and weights (Lev 19:35). Related 
to this latter injunction is the prohibition of Deut 25:15–16, in which the use of 
honest weights and measures is associated with enduring long in the land. In con-
trast, those who deal dishonestly are viewed as “abhorrent” to God. Th e idea that 
bribery is morally defi ling was derived through a creative process of exegesis that 
linked the concepts of deceit, abomination, and moral defi lement. Th e Temple 
Scroll therefore expands, if slightly, the biblical notion of moral defi lement.

Th e Damascus Document

Klawans does not attempt to characterize the Damascus Document’s “eclec-
tic” approach to defi lement, in which some passages refl ect a more general notion 
of moral defi lement, and others indicate a sectarian approach that integrates the 
categories of impurity and sin.43 Rather, he focuses on CD IV, 12–V, 11, which 
articulates the doctrine of moral defi lement:

But during all those years, Belial will run unbridled amidst Israel, as God spoke 
through the hand of the prophet Isaiah, son of Amoz, saying, “Fear and a pit and 
a snare are upon you, O inhabitant(s) of the land” [Isa 24:17]. Th is refers to the 
three nets of Belial, of which Levi, the son of Jacob, said that he [Belial] entrapped 
Israel with them, making them seem as if they were three types of righteousness. 
Th e fi rst is unchastity [twnwz], the second is arrogance, and the third defi lement of 

aft er immersion to be rendered pure is reported in rabbinic sources as being observed by 
the Sadducees. According to Milgrom, the fi rst-day ablutions of the Temple Scroll enabled 
the reestablishment of contact with nonsacred persons and objects. Contact with the sa-
cred, however, required a second immersion aft er a prescribed period of time. See Milgrom, 
Leviticus 1–16, 968–71.

42. Here Klawans opposes the view of Yadin that a person who takes a bribe ritually 
defi les the sanctuary only if he or she chooses to enter it. See Yigael Yadin, Th e Temple Scroll 
(3 vols.; Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 1983), 2:227–28.

43. For Klawans’s discussion of purity in the Damascus Document, see Impurity and 
Sin, 52–56.



60 “They Shall Purify Themselves”

the sanctuary [#dqmh )m+]. He who escapes from this is caught by that and he 
who is saved from that is caught by this. (CD IV, 12–19)

Th e continuation of the text asserts that a group whom the sect opposes, the “build-
ers of the barrier” (Cyxh ynwb), are caught up in two of these snares. Th e fi rst is the 
snare of unchastity (twnwz), “the taking of two wives in their lives” (IV, 20–21).44 Th e 
second snare is defi lement of the sanctuary:

And they also continuously polluted the sanctuary by not separating according to 
the Torah, and they habitually lay with a woman who sees blood of fl owing; and 
they marry each one his brother’s daughter or sister’s daughter. But Moses said, 
“To your mother’s sister you may not draw near, for she is your mother’s near 
relation.” [Lev 18:13] (CD V, 6–9)

Th e juxtaposition of sanctuary defi lement and sexual transgressions articulates 
a doctrine of moral defi lement. Th e sin of cohabitation with a woman in a state 
of fl ux relates to the Holiness Code’s prohibition against sexual intercourse with 
a menstruant (Lev 18:19), which is considered a source of defi lement. Similarly, 
CD’s reference to incest is a distinct allusion to the sexual sins of Lev 18. Th e pro-
hibition in CD is expansive in its interpretation with respect to the inclusion of 
sexual relations between a man and his niece, as well as that of a man and his 
aunt.45 Nevertheless, this expansion of the prohibition does not extend beyond the 
category of moral defi lement.

CD IV, 12–V, 11 is based on an exegesis of Isa 24:17, which is concerned with 
the desolation of the land by the people’s sin and uses terminology associated with 
the Holiness Code and the concept of moral defi lement: “For the earth was defi led 
[hpnx Cr)hw] under its inhabitants” (Isa 24:5). Both the Holiness Code and Isaiah 
make reference to sin defi ling the land, whereas CD is explicit in its concern for 
the defi lement of the sanctuary. Th is divergence is insignifi cant, argues Klawans, 
because the idea that sexual sin morally defi les the sanctuary is quite common in 
the Second Temple period. 

44. Klawans duly notes that, in the Holiness Code, polygamy and remarriage aft er di-
vorce are not considered morally defi ling sins. He indicates that one would be hard-pressed 
to fi nd scriptural support for a prohibition of polygamy and remarriage aft er divorce. How-
ever, he suggests that the discussion of “unchastity” in CD does not allude to the sexual 
prohibitions of the Holiness Code, but to the verses in Genesis that purportedly praise 
monogamy (Gen 1:27 and 7:7–9) and to the deuteronomic law which prohibits the king 
from taking many wives (Deut 17:17). In the view of CD, the taking of two wives falls short 
of the monogamous ideal. See ibid., 55–56.

45. Th e expansion of CD’s interpretation of Lev 18 is also found in its application of the 
laws of incest to women as well as men: “Now the precept of incest is written from the point 
of view of males, but the same [law] applies to women, so if a brother’s daughter uncovers 
the nakedness of a brother of her father, she is a [forbidden] close relationship” (CD V, 
9–11). See ibid., 54–55.
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Sin and the Sanctuary in the Habakkuk Pesher

Habakkuk Pesher (1QpHab) includes the following passage:46

“On account of the bloodshed of the town and violence [done to] the land” [Hab 
2:17], the interpretation of it: the “town” is Jerusalem, where the Wicked Priest 
committed abominable deeds [twb(wt y#(m] and defi led [)m+yw] God’s sanctuary. 
And “violence [done to] the land” [refers to] the cities of Judah, where he stole the 
wealth of the poor ones. (1QpHab XII, 6–9)

According to Klawans’s analysis, the “abominable deeds” are the Wicked Priest’s 
theft s from the poor.47 Th e avarice of the Wicked Priest is also discussed elsewhere 
in the Pesher:

Th e interpretation of it concerns the Wicked Priest, who was called by the true 
name at the beginning of his course, but when he ruled in Israel, he became ar-
rogant [wbl Mr], abandoned God, and betrayed the statutes for the sake of wealth. 
He stole and amassed the wealth of the men of violence who had rebelled against 
God, and he took the wealth of peoples to add to himself guilty sin. And the 
abominable ways [ykrd twb([w]t] he pursued with every sort of unclean impurity 
[h)m+ tdn lwkb]. (1QpHab VIII, 8–13)

Here too theft  is described as an abomination. Th e use of the term hdn, along with 
hb(wt, may allude to sexual abominations. Th e Pesher therefore implies that the 
wicked deeds of the priest included both theft  and sexual misdeeds. 

Klawans suggests that here the terms hdn and hb(wt are not used exclusively 
in reference to sexual sin, as they are in Lev 18. Rather, these terms may refer to 
sinful behavior in general, as they do in the remainder of the Qumran corpus. 
It is also possible that the abominations are related to arrogance (1QpHab VIII, 
10).48 Proverbs 16:5 states: “Every haughty person is an abomination [hb(wt] to 
the Lord.”49 On the basis of this and other passages, “it is possible that the author 
of 1QpHab has come to view arrogance—or more precisely, the greedy behaviour 

46. For Klawans’s discussion of purity in the Habakkuk Pesher, see Impurity and Sin, 
69–72.

47. Since scholars have not been able to agree on the identity of the Wicked Priest(s), 
Klawans (ibid., 69) relies solely on what is in the text to interpret the passage. Klawans 
indicates that almost every high priest of the Hasmonean period has been identifi ed as a 
possibility. Moreover, the Groningen Hypothesis suggests that this passage is concerned not 
with one priest, but with a series of so-called wicked priests.

48. Klawans (ibid., 71) also allows for the possibility that the abominations of the wicked 
priest were concerned with acts of bloodshed. Although this charge against the wicked 
priest is not found in the passages considered by Klawans, the accusation is made through-
out the Pesher (1QpHab X, 9–10; XI, 4–6). 

49. Here Klawans follows Brownlee in his suggestion that Prov 16:5 and Ezek 16:49–50 
provide the biblical inspirations for the concept of arrogance as an abomination. See Wil-
liam H. Brownlee, Th e Midrash Pesher of Habakkuk (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1979), 
142.
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that results from it—as an abomination.”50 If this is correct, then the connection 
between greed and abomination in both 1QpHab VIII, 8–13 and XII, 6–9 may 
refl ect an expansion of scripture in which arrogance is viewed as a source of moral 
impurity. 

Having examined the nature of the abominations committed by the wicked 
priest, Klawans discusses the mechanism by which the priest causes the defi lement 
of the sanctuary. Although ritual defi lement is a possibility, it is more likely that 
it is the morally defi ling force of the priest’s sins that causes the impurity.51 Th e 
most convincing textual evidence is the use of the term hb(wt in connection with 
the charges against the priest. In scripture this term is primarily associated with 
sources of moral defi lement such as murder, idolatry, and sexual misdeeds. Other 
sources of abomination are deceit (Deut 25:15–16) and arrogance (Prov 16:5), sins 
which the Habakkuk Pesher likely regarded as sources of moral impurity. If so, 
Klawans may well be correct in stating: “[It] is not that it is bad for the High Priest 
to sin, because he could then defi le the sanctuary ritually by entering it, but . . . it 
is bad for the High Priest, of all people, to be responsible for the moral defi lement 
of the sanctuary that results from the performance of grave sin.”52 

Impurity and Sin in 4Q Miqs.at Ma‘aseh ha-Torah

Like the Temple Scroll, 4Q Miqs.at Ma‘aseh ha-Torah (4QMMT) is concerned 
primarily with ritual impurity rather than the defi ling force of sin.53 Th ese two 
texts also agree with respect to some of the legal disputes concerning ritual impu-
rity. Like the Temple Scroll, 4QMMT rejects the purity of the tebul yom, ruling that 
the priests who prepare the red heifer are ritually impure until sunset (4QMMTb 
13–17). 4QMMT is also concerned that the blind may defi le the sacred (4QMMTb 
49–54), although it is not clear that they are considered inherently impure, as in 
11QT.54 Both texts advocate ritual legislation that is more stringent than both the 
Pentateuch and the Pharisaic-rabbinic tradition but that accords with the legal 
positions that the Pharisees attribute to the Sadducees. Finally, 4QMMT is similar 
to 11QT in its expansive approach to the realm of the sacred. Th us it ascribes the 
sanctity of the biblical war camp to the entire city of Jerusalem. Although 4QMMT 
is stringent with respect to ritual impurity, it does not focus on the defi ling force of 
sin. Neither this document nor the Temple Scroll integrates the concepts of moral 
and ritual impurity.55 

50. Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 70. 
51. Brownlee (Th e Midrash Pesher, 206) essentially advocates that the mechanism of 

defi lement is ritual impurity when he suggests that the defi lement of the sanctuary takes 
place when the priest subsequently enters the sanctuary.

52. Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 71–72.
53. For Klawans’s discussion of impurity in 4QMMT, see ibid., 72–75.
54. Klawans notes that while 4QMMT excludes both the bind and the deaf, 11QT ex-

cludes only the blind. Other diff erences between the two texts are discussed briefl y in ibid., 
73 n. 33.

55. Klawans (ibid., 73–74) recognizes that this point remains tentative, as it is an argu-
ment from silence.
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Th e Identifi cation of Ritual and Moral Impurity at Qumran

In general, however, Qumran merges the once distinct concepts of ritual and 
moral impurity.56 What we see at Qumran, he states, is “not merely an association 
between ritual and moral impurity, but a basically complete identifi cation of ritual 
and moral impurity.57

Th is identifi cation of ritual and moral impurity manifests itself in Qumran’s 
sectarian literature in fi ve ways. Th e fi rst is the use of impurity terminology in the 
context of sin. In 1QS, for example, the way of the Spirit of Deceit is described as 
the zeal for “abominable works in a spirit of fornication” (twnz xwrb hb(wt y#(m) 
and “fi lthy ways in impure worship” (h)m+ tdwb(b hdn ykrdw; IV, 10–11). When 
the spirit is defeated, those under its power will be purifi ed from “all the abomina-
tions of falsehood and from being polluted by a spirit of impurity” (twb(wt lwkm 

hdn xwrb llwgthw rq#; IV, 21–22). While such passages use language of ritual pu-
rity (hdn and h)m+), they are not concerned with violations of ritual purity law. 
Rather, this language is used to describe grave sinfulness in general, oft en referred 
to as “deceit” (lw(; e.g., 1QS III, 19, 21; IV, 9). Similarly, the use of the term hb(wt, 
“abomination,” in connection with sin does not refer to a restricted set of immoral 
acts, but to general sinfulness, as indicated in the following passage:

For your glory, you have purifi ed man from sin, so that he can make himself holy 
for you from every impure abomination (twb(wt hdn) and blameworthy iniquity. 
(1QH XIX[XI], 10–11) 

Th e second way in which the identifi cation of impurity and sin manifests itself 
at Qumran is in the description of sinful outsiders as ritually defi ling: 

[Th e outsider] must not enter the water in order to touch the purity of the men 
of holiness. For they cannot be cleansed unless they turn away from the wicked-
ness, for (he remains) impure among all those who transgress His words. (1QS 
V, 13–14)

Th e idea that the deeds and body of the outsider are impure is also found in 1QS 
III, 5–6, which states that an unrepentant outsider can never attain ritual purity.58 

Th e ritually defi ling force of sin also applies to Klawans’s third point of identifi -
cation between ritual and moral impurity: those from within the community who 
commit moral sins are, like the outsiders, considered ritually defi led and excluded 
from the community’s pure food (e.g., 1QS VII, 2–3, 15–16; VIII, 16–18, 24; CD 
IX, 16–23).

Th e fourth and fi ft h manifestations of the identifi cation between moral and 
ritual purity pertain to the relationship between repentance and purifi cation. On 
the one hand, the sectarians believed that moral repentance was not effi  cacious 

56. For Klawans’s discussion on the identifi cation of ritual of moral impurity, see Impu-
rity and Sin, 75–90; cf. also Klawans, “Th e Impurity of Immorality,” 7–10.

57. Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 75.
58. In 1QS V, 18–20 the property of the outsider is also deemed impure (cf. CD VI, 14). 

Ibid., 80. 
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without ritual purifi cation. Th us the repentance of the sinner is followed by pu-
rifi cation and subsequent admission into the community (1QS III, 6–9).59 On the 
other hand, the sectarians believed that the manifestations of ritual impurity re-
sulted from sin. As such, rituals of purifi cation required the recitation of peniten-
tial formulae. In 4Q512, for example, repentance is incorporated into a blessing 
that is presumably recited upon purifi cation from menstrual impurity:

And he will bless. He will start speaking and say: May you be blessed, [God of 
Israel, who] [forgave me all] my faults, and purifi ed me from impure modesty 
/and atoned/ so that I can enter . . . (4Q512 VII, 8–9)

Klawans acknowledges the inherent diffi  culties in interpreting a fragmentary 
document such as 4Q512. Nevertheless, he asserts that there is enough informa-
tion in this well-preserved passage to confi rm that the blessing was to be recited 
upon the performance of a purifi cation ritual. In his opinion, this evidence also 
demonstrates that purifi cation and atonement were conceptually intertwined at 
Qumran.

Klawans summarizes the relationship between ritual and moral impurity at 
Qumran as follows:

At Qumran, sin was considered to be ritually defi ling, and ritual defi lement was 
assumed to come about because of sin. Sinners not only had to atone, but also 
had to cleanse themselves of the ritual impurity their sins produced. Insiders who 
sinned were assumed to be ritually impure, and insiders who were ritually impure 
had to atone. In short, what were, in the Hebrew Bible, the independent concepts 
of ritual and moral impurity have become, at Qumran, fully intertwined.60 

Th e evolution of this sectarian approach to impurity can be traced through the 
literature. Th e proto-sectarian Temple Scroll and the early sectarian 4QMMT do 
not integrate the categories of ritual and moral impurity, nor do they use distinc-
tively Qumranic purity terminology. Th e Damascus Document is more complex: 
some passages articulate a concept of impurity that is compatible with non-sectar-
ian Jewish literature, whereas others take a distinctly sectarian approach. Finally, 
texts that are undoubtedly sectarian in origin, such as 1QS, 1QpHab, 1QH, and 
4Q512, integrate the concepts of ritual and moral impurity into a single concep-
tion of defi lement. 

VI. Martha Himmelfarb

While Martha Himmelfarb agrees with much of Klawans’s theory regarding 
purity and impurity at Qumran, she disagrees with his assessment of the relation-
ship between impurity and sin at Qumran. 

59. Although repentance is always prior to purifi cation, Klawans (ibid., 86) contends 
that the former should not be viewed as a precondition for the latter. Rather, they are mutu-
ally dependent conditions that must be fulfi lled.

60. Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 88 (= “Th e Impurity of Immorality,” 10).
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Sexual Relations and Purity in the Temple Scroll and Jubilees

In her paper “Sexual Relations and Purity in the Temple Scroll and the Book 
of Jubilees,” Martha Himmelfarb concludes that there are signifi cant diff erences 
between the Temple Scroll and Jubilees in their treatment of the laws of sexual 
relations and purity. 61 According to Himmelfarb, the Temple Scroll consistently 
intensifi es the purity rules of the Torah.62 Th is is evident in the Temple Scroll’s 
adaptation of Num 5:2, in which three groups are excluded from the camp of 
Israel in the wilderness: those with skin eruptions, an abnormal genital fl ow, or 
corpse contamination. 11QT requires the establishment of three places of con-
fi nement to the east of the city of the sanctuary to be used by three categories of 
individuals. Th e Scroll’s third category, however, does not consist of individuals 
with corpse contamination, but of men who have experienced a nocturnal emis-
sion (XLVI, 16–18). Th e Scroll is not entirely consistent in this regard, for in 11QT 
(XLVIII, 14–17), the third group consists of women who are either menstruating 
or post-childbirth. 

For Himmelfarb, the legislation in 11QT XLVI, 16–18 and XLVIII, 14–17 dem-
onstrates a more severe attitude toward impurities arising from genital fl ow than 
the priestly legislation in the Torah. Both the laws concerning the menstruant (Lev 
15:19–24) and the fi rst stage of post-partum impurity (Lev 12:1–5) assume that 
the women were living at home.63 Yet while the Torah does not require isolation for 
women during these periods in their lives, the Temple Scroll requires confi nement 
outside the city, thereby intensifying the biblical law.64

Stringency is also evident in the tendency of 11QT to elaborate on the purifi ca-
tion rituals or extend the duration of the period of impurity. For example, in the 
Torah the impurity of seminal emission requires only that one bathe and wait for 
the sun to set.65 In 11QT, however, a man who has experienced a nocturnal emis-
sion is excluded from the sanctuary for three days. During this period of exclu-

61. Martha Himmelfarb, “Sexual Relations and Purity in the Temple Scroll and the Book 
of Jubilees,” DSD 6, no. 1 (1999): 11–36.

62. For Himmelfarb’s discussion of purity in 1QH, see “Sexual Relations and Purity,” 
16–25.

63. Th e discussion in Lev 15:19–24 that details how impurity related to normal genital 
fl ow is spread through contact with the menstruant, her bedding, or other implements is 
predicated on the assumption that she is living at home with her family. Moreover, the 
comparison of the fi rst stage of post-partum impurity with that of the menstruant suggests 
a similar situation for the parturient. Ibid., 17.

64. Himmelfarb (ibid., 17–18) fi nds another example of the intensifi cation of the legisla-
tion in 11QT in her comparison of the legislation in Lev 15 to that of Num 5:2. Whereas the 
former assumes that the impure remain at home, the latter legislates exile from the camp 
of Israel. In accordance with its tendency toward stringency, the Temple Scroll chooses the 
stricter legislation.

65. Himmelfarb (ibid., 18) observes that Deut 23:10–15 requires exile from the camp but 
suggests that this is only because it is a war camp in which God himself is present (23:15). 
Th e period of impurity and procedures for purifi cation outside the war camp are, however, 
the same as in Lev 15.
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sion, he is required to undergo a process of purifi cation that includes bathing and 
the washing of clothes on the fi rst and third days. It is only aft er sunset on the third 
day that he is deemed pure (XLV, 7–10).66

It would seem, then, that the author(s) of the Temple Scroll found P’s attitude 
toward impurity to be too lenient and therefore extended the realm aff ected by im-
purity beyond the temple to the land itself. By establishing places of confi nement 
for those who were impure, pollution of the land could be prevented. 

Its recounting of the stories from Genesis, Jubilees demonstrates particular con-
cern with forbidden sexual relations and their consequence: the defi lement of the 
sanctuary.67 A good example is the story of Reuben, the fi rstborn son of Jacob who 
sleeps with his father’s wife, Bilhah (33:1–20). In Jubilees, Reuben’s sin is character-
ized as “impure, something detestable, a blemish, and something contaminated” 
(33:19). Th e narrator concludes the story with a general admonition against sexual 
sin in general, indicating that no such impurity is acceptable in Israel, since “it is a 
priestly nation” (33:20; cf. 16:18).

Similarly, Jubilees considers the rape of Dinah as defi ling and praises her broth-
ers’ subsequent attack on Shechem as a noble defence of endogamy. Th is story 
illustrates the point that sexual misconduct causes defi lement of the temple: 

If one does this [marries a foreigner] or shuts his eyes to those who do impure 
things and who defi le the Lord’s sanctuary and to those who profane his holy 
name, then the entire nation will be condemned together because of all this im-
purity and this contamination. Th ere will be no favouritism nor partiality; there 
will be no receiving from him of fruit, sacrifi ces, off erings, fat, or the aroma of a 
pleasing fragrance so that he should accept it. (So) is any man or woman in Israel 
to be who defi les his sanctuary. (Jub. 30:15–16)

Himmelfarb relates the defi lement of the temple caused by sexual misconduct 
to Jubilees’ notion of Israel as a kingdom of priests (33:20).68 She states: “Even the 
ordinary Jews are thus given a sort of priestly power. Only if they observe God’s 
commandments regarding sexual relations will sacrifi ces, the priestly work par 
excellence, be acceptable.” 

Impurity and Sin in 4QD, 1QS, and 4Q512

Himmelfarb’s essay “Impurity and Sin in 4QD, 1QS, and 4Q512” calls into ques-

66. A man with a seminal emission that results from intercourse is also excluded from 
the sanctuary for three days (1QH XLV, 11–12). Himmelfarb (ibid., 18–19) indicates that 
there is no place of confi nement outside the city of the sanctuary for such men because the 
Temple Scroll does not envision sexual relations taking place there.

67. Th roughout her analysis of impurity in Jubilees, Himmelfarb emphasizes the defi le-
ment of the sanctuary but makes no mention that sin also defi les the land. For Himmelfarb’s 
discussion of impurity in Jubilees, see “Sexual Relations and Purity,” 25–33.

68. Himmelfarb (ibid., 30) suggests that Jubilees goes even further than H in extending 
some of the status that P reserves for priests to all Israel. 
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tion the widespread view that the Qumran community confl ated the categories of 
impurity and sin.69 In her introduction she cites Joseph Baumgarten:

Rabbinic tradition . . . tended by and large to treat ritual impurity as a morally 
neutral phenomenon. . . . In this respect the penitential tone of the Qumran 
blessings aft er any kind of immersion seems to refl ect another facet of the specifi -
cally sectarian view on uncleanliness. For if “impurity is inherent in all transgres-
sor of divine law” (1QS V 4), might one not suppose conversely that all who are 
impure are in need of atonement for their trespasses? Th e dividing line between 
uncleanliness and sin at Qumran is thus not sharply drawn. . . .70

Himmelfarb’s disagreement with this view is based on her analysis of 4QD’s laws 
concerning skin eruptions and genital impurity, as well as the relevant material in 
1QS and 4Q512.71

Himmelfarb’s analysis of purity in 4QD focuses on the laws concerning three 
conditions: the individual with skin eruptions (t(rc), the man with a fl ow (bz), 
and the woman with a fl ow (hbz).72 Th e treatment of t(rc in 4QD attempts to 
clarify and systematize the somewhat confusing laws of Lev 13–14 (4Q266 6 i 1–13 
and 4Q272 1 i 1–20) by regarding skin eruptions as a medical condition, as does 
the biblical source P. Th e condition of t(rc is not a punishment for sin as it is 
in the non-priestly sources of the Hebrew Bible and, hence, the impurity of skin 
eruptions has no moral component.

4QD’s legislation concerning the bz (4Q266 6 i 14–16 and 4Q272 1 ii 3–7) re-
veals a distinct intensifi cation of the related laws in Lev 15. Th e Torah diff erenti-
ates between the man who has an abnormal genital discharge (bz; Lev 15:2–15) 
and the one who has a seminal emission either outside of sexual relations (Lev 
15:16–17) or during intercourse (Lev 15:18). 4QD makes no such distinction and 
classifi es the man who has had a seminal emission as a bz and therefore as marked 
by severe impurity.

In 4QD, “the rule of the bz” is immediately followed by “the rule of the hbz” 
(4Q272 1 ii 7). Th is category covers all women with a fl ow: the menstruant, the 
woman with an abnormal discharge, and the parturient. 4Q266 6 ii 10–11 provides 
a striking example of the intensifi cation of levitical law with regard to the case of 
the parturient who is prohibited from nursing her newborn but must give her 
child to a woman who can nurse the child “in purity.” According to Lev 12, the 
parturient’s initial impurity is similar to menstrual impurity in that those who are 
in contact with her are impure until evening and must launder their clothes and 
bathe. Th us the infant would incur impurity by nursing or being touched by the 

69. Martha Himmelfarb, “Impurity and Sin in 4QD, 1QS, and 4Q512,” DSD 8, no. 1 
(2001): 9–37.

70. Joseph M. Baumgarten, “Th e Purifi cation Rituals in DJD 7,” in Th e Dead Sea Scrolls: 
Forty Years of Research (ed. Devorah Dimant and Uriel Rappaport; Leiden: Brill, 1992), 
199–209.

71. Himmelfarb specifi cally refers to Klawans’s article “Th e Impurity of Immorality in 
Ancient Judaism.” 

72. For Himmelfarb’s discussion of purity in 4QD, see “Impurity and Sin,” 13–29.
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mother. Himmelfarb notes that the consequences of this impurity are hardly rel-
evant to the newborn, who would not be entering the sanctuary or touching holy 
things. Th e stringency of 4QD in this case suggests that purity is being valued for 
its own sake. While this attitude could very well lead to an association of impurity 
with immorality, 4QD provides no evidence for such a development. 

Himmelfarb’s discussion of 1QS, which delineates the special rules that govern 
the life of the community, focuses on three issues that may point to a confl ation of 
impurity and sin: the use of purity terminology from P, exclusion from the pure 
food of the community, and the practice of “baptism.” 73

1QS draws on P’s terminology with respect to impurity but employs it in a very 
diff erent way. Whereas in P purity language is used to identify specifi c physical 
states, in 1QS it is used poetically or evocatively to refer to spiritual states and 
processes. One example is 1QS’s description of the eschatological purifi cation of 
humanity; God sprinkles upon man “the spirit of truth like waters for purifi ca-
tion (hdn ym)” in order to remove “all the abominations (twb(wt) of falsehood” 
(IV, 20–22). Another example is 1QS 3:4–9, which uses terms such as rh+ “purify 
or become pure” (III, 4, 5, 7, 9), hdn ym “waters for purifi cation” (III, 4, 9), Cxr ym 
“water for washing” (III, 5), and ykwd ym “waters for cleansing” (III, 9). Despite 
the physical nature of the imagery, physical purifi cation is mentioned only at the 
very end of this passage. Th e greater part of the text is concerned with a concept 
entirely foreign to P: the purifi cation of the soul.

A second element concerns the exclusion from the pure food of the community. 
Himmelfarb calls into question Klawans’s claim that this denial of access to food 
constitutes a punishment.74 She is unconvinced that 1QS views the food of the 
community as consecrated. Noting that sharing the community’s food is closely 
associated with membership in the community (VIII, 16–19, 21–24), Himmelfarb 
suggests that exclusion from the food simply means exclusion from the commu-
nity. If 1QS were concerned with applying the Torah’s rules concerning conse-
crated food, members in good standing would also be excluded when in a state 
of physical impurity. 1QS does not legislate for this eventuality, and Himmelfarb 
off ers an alternative perspective:

Exclusion from the pure food and drink of the community is probably best un-
derstood not as a measure related to purity concerns but as a way of enforcing 
exclusion from the community. Th e punishment is thus independent of concepts 
of purity, although no doubt 1QS’s view of outsiders as impure made it a particu-
larly resonant punishment.75 

Th e third example of the confl ation of impurity and sin in 1QS concerns the 
theory and practice of “baptism,” a ritual of purifi cation that marks repentance.76 
1QS V, 13–14, which gives instructions for new members of the community, indi-

73. For Himmelfarb’s discussion of purity in 1QS, see “Impurity and Sin,” 29–34.
74. Klawans, “Impurity and Immorality,” 9.
75. Himmelfarb, “Impurity and Sin,” 33.
76. Himmelfarb’s use of the term “baptism” has theological implications that are mis-

leading at best.
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cates, in Himmelfarb’s words, that “baptism does not purify people who have not 
repented.”77 Th ose who have not repented their sins cannot join the community 
and partake of its pure food. 

1QS does not focus on the physical state of impurity that characterizes P. Rather, 
the categories of pure and impure are transformed into spiritual states. Th is sug-
gests that the concept of impurity is central to the thought of 1QS in a metaphori-
cal rather than a technical sense. It is therefore important to distinguish between 
language and legislation. Th e fact that P’s technical terminology fi gures promi-
nently in the hortatory passages of 1QS implies a confl ation of impurity and sin in 
the language of the text, but not in the realm of halakhah.

Also relevant is 4Q512, a collection of purity liturgies.78 Th e extremely frag-
mentary nature of the text precludes easy identifi cation of the types of impurity 
that are associated with the blessings. Yet it is evident that 4Q512 purposefully 
blurs the categories of impurity found in the Torah. For example, the phrase (gn 

hdn, “the affl  iction of menstrual impurity” (V, 17; XII, 16), combines a term that 
refers to skin eruptions ((gn) with one that is used for menstrual impurity (hdn). 
4Q512 is characterized by this blending of the various categories of impurity that 
P takes such care to separate.

Th e blessings in 4Q512 are concerned with the evocation of human imper-
fection, as evidenced in phrases such as wnr#b twr( “the shamefulness of your 
fl esh” (III, 17) and hdn twr( “the shamefulness of (menstrual) impurity” (VII, 9). 
In Qumran, the terms twr( and r#b are oft en used in reference to the corporeal 
aspect of human nature, which is considered inferior to the spiritual.79 For Him-
melfarb, this use of language is an indication of the idea of purity in 4Q512. She 
states:

For 4Q512, then, the signifi cance of the various types of impurity carefully delin-
eated by P is the same: all point to human frailty and failing. But impurity as an 
indication of human imperfection is not the same as impurity as a result of sin or 
impurity as in and of itself sinful.80

4Q512 includes two blessings in which the petitioner gives thanks for both purifi -
cation from impurity and forgiveness from sin:

[ . . . to] ask mercy for all the hidden guilty acts . . . you who are righteous in all 
your deeds . . . from the affl  iction of impurity. (V, 15–17) Blessed are you [God 
of Israel, who saved me from all] my sins and purifi ed me from the indecency of 
impurity. (VII, 9)

Here the references to purity and sin remain separate. Th ere is no indication that 
sin causes impurity, nor is the impurity regarded as sinful. Rather, these passages 

77. Himmelfarb, “Impurity and Sin,” 34.
78. For Himmelfarb’s discussion of purity in 4Q512, see “Impurity and Sin,” 34–36.
79. Baumgarten, “Purifi cation Rituals,” 200–201, 208.
80. Himmelfarb, “Impurity and Sin,” 36.
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indicate that “sin and impurity are understood as two aspects of human fi nitude, 
corresponding to soul and body.”81

In summary, Himmelfarb fi nds nothing distinctively sectarian about the purity 
laws of 4QD. Rather, the text follows P in its characterization of impurity as a 
ritual category. 1QS and 4Q512 are both sectarian documents that use the lan-
guage of impurity. Th e signifi cant diff erences between them, however, frustrate 
the attempt to identify a common and distinctive relationship between impurity 
and sin. Th e only common feature is their poetic or evocative use of purity lan-
guage. For this reason, Himmelfarb argues that the association of sin and impurity 
in 1QS and 4Q512, and perhaps at Qumran in general, is primarily evocative and 
not halakhic. 

VII. Summary and Conclusion

Jacob Neusner’s initial survey of purity at Qumran emphasizes the signifi cance 
of the concept for the theme of the community as temple and argues that the 
Qumran sectarians confl ated the categories of ritual and moral impurity. Th ese 
two points provide the foundation for subsequent discussion. Newton, for exam-
ple, not only accepts the notion of the community as temple, but goes one step 
further by collapsing the distinction between purity and sin at Qumran. García 
Martínez sees an evolution of the purity concepts at Qumran that developed as a 
result of the historical situation of the community. Harrington’s work challenges 
both of Neusner’s premises concerning purity at Qumran. Finally, Klawans and 
Himmelfarb focus on the relationship between impurity and sin. Klawans off ers 
a nuanced argument for a confl ation of categories in the various texts, a point 
strongly disputed by Himmelfarb. At the root of this scholarly disagreement are 
two diff erent approaches to the texts: Klawans insists on a literal interpretation of 
purity language, while Himmelfarb contends that there is a non-literal, evocative 
use of this terminology. Despite their disagreement, the contributions of these two 
scholars point to the fundamental ambiguities in the texts and provide the founda-
tion for future research on impurity and sin at Qumran.

Undoubtedly, these scholarly discussions have opened the door to future inves-
tigation. Questions that require clarifi cation abound: Is there, indeed, a confl ation 
of the categories of impurity at Qumran, as Klawans and others suggest? If so, to 
what extent is sin regarded as defi ling? And, to what extent is ritual impurity re-
garded as sinful? Finally, scholars may need to consider if the categories of ritual 
and moral impurity are, indeed, helpful, or whether we need to be thinking about 
new ways to approach the concepts of impurity at Qumran. Further studies need 
to consider these questions carefully in the context of the textual traditions associ-
ated with Qumran. Th e goal would not be to draw salient conclusions regarding a 

81. Ibid., 36.



71Ritual and Moral Purity and Impurity in the Dead Sea Scrolls

single concept of purity at Qumran, but rather to explore the variety of attitudes 
toward defi lement represented in the literature.82 

82. Editor’s note: Haber’s chapter originally concluded with the following: “To date, 
there has been no monograph-length study devoted specifi cally to the concepts of purity at 
Qumran. Such a study is long overdue.” I believe that she saw the dissertation that she was 
planning to write as the work that would fi ll this gap. Since the completion of the biblio-
graphic study, a book on purity on Qumran has indeed appeared: Hannah K. Harrington, 
Th e Purity Texts (New York: Continuum, 2004). Th is useful work is a handbook that in-
cludes the relevant texts as well as some discussion of each type of impurity. Haber’s point 
likely remains true, however, in that the library of works on the Dead Sea Scrolls still has a 
place for the detailed scholarly analysis of the sort that Haber had proposed to conduct. 
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Living and Dying for the Law:
The Mother-Martyrs of 2 Maccabees

Th e second book of the Maccabees (2 Maccabees) gives a historical account 
of the confl ict between the Seleucid government and the Jewish people that took 
place in Judea during the period of 180–161 b.c.e.1 Writing some half a century 
aft er the events, the anonymous author describes a period of Greek tyranny and 
persecution of the Jews and the successful war of Jewish liberation that followed.2 
Of particular interest is the interpretation of events off ered by the martyrology of 
2 Macc 6:7–7:42,3 which gives details of the Hellenistic reform and the desperate 
resistance of the Jews at a time when it was forbidden for them to live in accor-
dance with their ancestral law.4 Th ose who refused to adopt the Greek way of life 
were subject to death. 

Th e author of 2 Maccabees emphasizes the specifi c Jewish practices for which 
Jews are killed. Th ere is mention of two women who circumcise their sons accord-
ing to the Law and are subsequently tried and executed along with their babies 
(6:10). Likewise, a group of people who secretly gather to celebrate the Sabbath is 
sought out and massacred (6:11). Finally, there is a lengthy description of the mar-

1. Second Maccabees 2:19–15:39 is generally viewed as a historical work in its own right. 
Th e history begins with the reign of Seleucus IV (187–175 b.c.e.) and ends with the defeat 
of the Seleucid general Nicanor in 161 b.c.e. See, for example, Jan Willem van Henten, Th e 
Maccabean Martyrs as Saviours of the Jewish People: A Study of 2 and 4 Maccabees (Leiden: 
Brill, 1997), 17–19. 

2. Second Maccabees was written in Judea sometime between 124–63 b.c.e., with the 
actual date of composition likely being toward the beginning of this period. In 2 Macc 2:23, 
the author claims that the work is not his own but rather an epitome of the fi ve-volume ac-
count of one Jason of Cyrene. For the purposes of this essay I follow van Henten in consid-
ering the historical account in 2 Macc 2:19–15:39 as a unity and the epitomist as its author 
(ibid., 20). For discussion on the date and provenance of 2 Maccabees, see ibid., 50–56.

3. Th is is a distinct literary unit. See Robin Darling Young, “Th e ‘Woman with the Soul 
of Abraham’: Traditions about the Mother of the Maccabean Martyrs,” in “Women Like 
Th is”: New Perspectives on Jewish Women in the Greco-Roman World (ed. Amy-Jill Levine; 
Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1991), 69. 

4. Th e transition to the martyrology occurs in v. 6: “No one was allowed to observe the 
Sabbath or to keep the traditional festivals or even to confess he was a Jew.” Commenting on 
this verse, Goldstein suggests that although Jews continued to practice Judaism in secret, 
it was suicidal for a practicing Jew to admit he was Jewish (Jonathan A. Goldstein, II Mac-
cabees [AB 41A; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1983], 276). 

75
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tyrdom of the elderly sage Eleazar (6:18–31) and of a woman with her seven sons 
(7:1–42), all of whom refuse to transgress the Jewish dietary laws by eating pork. 
Th e account of the persecution is informative, for it gives insight into the practices 
that were perceived, by both author and audience, as separating Jews from the 
dominant culture: circumcision, the observance of the Sabbath, and the absten-
tion from pork.5 Th ese three practices were central to Jewish self-defi nition, and 
their observance was a symbol of their loyalty to the Law. In 2 Maccabees, it was 
the pious Jews who were steadfast in these observances, living by and ultimately 
dying for the Law.6 

Who are these pious Jews who chose to live and die for the Law? Remarkably, 
the heroes of this historical period are not found in the ranks of the priesthood or 
among the powerful leaders of Jewish society. Th ey are primarily found among the 
ostensibly weak in society: the women, children, and the aged.7 Th e role of women 
in the forefront of this movement is signifi cant. Th ey are not portrayed as wives, 
daughters, or daughters-in-law. Neither are they necessarily independent women, 
for there is no indication that they are widows or prostitutes.8 Th ese anonymous 
women are portrayed exclusively as mothers as they take on religious roles: they 
circumcise their sons, instruct their children in ancestral law, and ultimately give 
up the lives of both their children and themselves for the sake of the Law.9 In death 
they become mother-martyrs. 

5. In Greco-Roman literature, the distinctive character of the Jews is oft en associated 
with these three practices. See Peter Schäfer, Judeophobia: Attitudes toward the Jews in the 
Ancient World (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 66–105. 

6. [Editor’s note: Th is essay does not focus directly on purity. But as noted in the intro-
duction to the present volume, the failure to circumcise was seen as a pollution of the land, 
in punishment for which God wrested the land from the people Israel. Th e performance of 
circumcision and willingness to die for the Law were thus part of the people’s repentance 
that, it was hoped, would eventuate in the restoration of the land, as indeed was the case in 
the aft ermath of the Maccabean revolt.]

7. Rajak refers to the “heroic endurance by the ostensibly weak (women, children and 
the old).” See Tessa Rajak, “Dying for the Law: Th e Martyr’s Portrait in Jewish-Greek Lit-
erature,” in Portraits: Biographical Representation in the Greek and Latin Literature of the 
Roman Empire (ed. M. J. Edwards and Simon Swain; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), 40. 

8. Goldstein suggests the possibility that the text of 2 Macc 7 is a fulfi llment of the proph-
ecy in Jer 15:1–9, which explicitly refers to the plight of widows: “I have made her widows 
more numerous than the sand of the seas. I have brought against the mothers of young men 
a destroyer at noonday. . . . Forlorn is she who gave birth to seven; she has swooned away; 
her sun set while it was yet day; she has been put to shame and disappointed.” If he is cor-
rect, then it is likely that the audience would have picked up on the allusion to the prophecy 
and assumed the widowhood of the mother in 2 Macc 7. However, the marital status of the 
two circumcising mothers in 2 Macc 6:10 still remains unexplained. 

9. In her monograph on anonymity in the biblical narrative, Reinhartz argues convinc-
ingly that the “principal eff ect of the absence of a proper name is to focus the reader’s at-
tention on the role designations that fl ood into the gap that anonymity denotes” (Adele 
Reinhartz, “Why Ask My Name?” Anonymity and Identity in Biblical Narrative [New York 
and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998], 188). On a diff erent level, Rajak interprets the 
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How does the author of 2 Maccabees portray these mother-martyrs? What does 
this depiction reveal about the role of women during this brief period of history? 
In this essay, I propose to examine the literary representation of the mother-mar-
tyrs in 2 Maccabees. Essential to this inquiry is the assumption that the author’s 
portrayal of the mother-martyrs is fundamental to his rhetorical agenda. He was 
not writing as an impartial witness to the events that transpired, but rather he 
was off ering a highly stylized version of the account that was intended to inspire 
his audience through the use of didactic historiography.10 Within the framework 
of this recounting, we can consider what the author and his audience considered 
plausible and unremarkable in the lives of the mother-martyrs and speculate on 
how these representations may correspond to the social reality of the time.11 

The Mother-Martyrs as Circumcisors of Their Sons

For example, two women were brought in for having circumcised their chil-
dren. Th ey publicly paraded them around the city, with their babies hanging at 
their breasts, and then hurled them down headlong from the wall. (2 Macc 6:10 
nrsv)

Th is brief description is all that the narrator tells his audience about the women 
who were executed for circumcising their sons. Th is single verse has rarely, if ever, 
been categorized as a martyrdom by modern scholars. Yet in its literary context it 
shares many characteristics with the longer accounts that have been established 
as part of the literary genre of martyrdom. According to van Henten, “A mar-
tyr is a person who in an extremely hostile situation prefers a violent death to 
compliance with a demand of the (usually pagan) authorities.”12 Th is defi nition 
is supplemented by a list of common narrative elements that oft en form a pattern 
in martyr texts, most of which can be found in the text of 2 Macc 6. First, there is 
the enactment of a law by the Greek authorities requiring Jews to adopt the Greek 
way of life. Th ose who chose not to comply with the law are subject to the death 
penalty (vv. 8–9). Second, the Jews are put into a position of confl ict of loyalty, for 
in staying faithful to their God and his Law they are in contravention of the Greek 
law (v. 6). Th ird, placed in a position of complying with the decree or remaining 

anonymity of these women in terms of their role as martyrs, suggesting that the omission of 
names depersonalizes the Jewish representation of the past and emphasizes religious hero-
ism over identity. On this basis, she argues for anonymity as a “primary defi ning character-
istic of Jewish-Greek martyrology in this period” (“Dying for the Law,” 57–58). 

10. van Henten, Th e Maccabean Martyrs, 25. 
11. Kraemer points out that it is not necessary to argue for the historical accuracy of an 

ancient text when attempting to reconstruct the lives of women. She states: “Whether or 
not these specifi c incidents occurred, their recounting . . . tells us much about what ancient 
authors and audiences took as plausible, unremarkable and the givens of ordinary social 
life. . . .” See Ross S. Kraemer, “Jewish Women and Christian Origins: Some Caveats,” in 
Women and Christian Origins (ed. Ross S. Kraemer and Mary Rose D’Angelo; New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1999), 42. 

12. On the designation of a martyr text, see van Henten, Th e Maccabean Martyrs, 7–9. 
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faithful to their ancestral Law, the two women choose to circumcise their children 
and face the death penalty (v. 10). Fourth, there is a description of their execution 
(v. 10). 

Th e diffi  culty in substantiating the account of the circumcising mothers as a 
martyr text arises from one apparent departure from the common pattern: the 
choice to remain faithful to the Law is made before their arrest, rather than during 
an examination by pagan authorities. Th e question arises as to whether or not the 
deaths of these women can be classifi ed as voluntary. In other words, when they 
circumcised their children did they know for certain that they would be put to 
death on account of their actions? Th e parallel text in 4 Maccabees leaves no doubt 
in the minds of the audience when it indicates that the women circumcised their 
children even “though they had known beforehand that they would suff er this . . .” 
(v. 25). Our text is not nearly as explicit. Nevertheless, the vivid description of the 
decree and the persecution that precedes the account implies that the two women 
were aware that their actions would result in their deaths.13 Th ey are thus “brought 
in” for trial, examined, and then punished for their crime by being publicly pa-
raded through the city and executed.14 Presumably, the pagan authorities intended 
the public spectacle to act as a deterrent to others. From the perspective of other 
Jews, however, the women would have been regarded as heroes who gave their 
lives and those of their children for the Law. In death, they did indeed become 
mother-martyrs. 

Th e brevity of the account of the martyrdom of the two mothers raises more 
questions than it answers. What does the representation of these women reveal 
about the role of the Jewish mother with respect to her newborn son? Why were 
the mothers executed, but not the fathers? Did women act as circumcisors? Th e 
signifi cance of these questions becomes especially clear when considered against 
the background of ritual circumcision in its historical and sociological context. 

From the emergence of Judaism, circumcision was considered a central ritual 
for Jewish culture as a whole—the quintessential male rite of passage transmitted 

13. It is important to note that the nature of the law of circumcision presents a certain 
logistical diffi  culty for the author who would feature it as a basis of martyrdom. Th e require-
ment to circumcise is a positive command that is bound by time constraints: it must be 
performed on the eighth day aft er birth (Lev 12:3). As such, the observance or transgression 
of the law can only be ascertained aft er the designated time has passed. Th is precludes the 
possibility of pagan authorities using torture to induce voluntary transgression prior to the 
designated time. Such forms of coercion must be reserved for the transgression of negative 
non-timebound commands, such as the prohibition against eating pork. 

14. Goldstein translates: “Two women were brought to trial . . . ” (II Maccabees, 268). 
Th at there was a trial may be verifi ed by the outcome: the women and children were exe-
cuted. It is likely that the preferred method of executing women in the Greco-Roman world 
was hurling from a height. In the third century b.c.e., the Seleucid queen Laodice executed 
her ladies, Danaë, in this fashion (ibid., 279). Moreover, Epicurean philosophers who were 
condemned as eff eminate were hurled from a wall dressed as women. On the parallels be-
tween the treatment of Jews who circumcised and eff eminate Epicurean philosophers, see 
Jonathan A. Goldstein, I Maccabees (AB 41; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1976), 127 n. 143; 
129 n. 153. 
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from father to son.15 In Hellenistic Judaism, it became the mark that identifi ed the 
Jew and distinguished him from his Greek counterpart. As such, it became the 
subject of a certain amount of controversy.16 From a gender perspective, circumci-
sion literally marked off  the binary opposition between Jewish men and women 
and was seemingly confi ned to the ritual realm of men.17 One notable exception 
in the literature is the biblical account of Zipporah circumcising her son (Exod 
4:24–26). Yet even this image is subject to subsequent revision, as the rabbis at-
tempt to erase any evidence that women were involved in the circumcision of their 
sons.18 Accordingly, the rabbis instruct that instead of reading the biblical phrase 
“Zipporah took a fl int” one should read “she caused it to be taken,” indicating that 
she asked a man to do it for her. In the rabbinic version of the story, Zipporah 
did not remove her son’s foreskin, since women were never qualifi ed to perform 
circumcision. 

For many a student of rabbinic literature, the apparent disqualifi cation of women 
from the performance of circumcision affi  rms the exclusivity of the male-centered 
ritual from the post-exilic priesthood through to the rabbinic era.19 Women sim-
ply did not circumcise their sons. Yet, if this were the case, why did the rabbis 
deem it necessary to state unequivocally that women were not qualifi ed in this 
area? Could it be that, much to the chagrin of the rabbis, women were, in fact, tak-
ing an active role in the ritual of circumcision? Th e text of 2 Maccabees seemingly 
supports this theory, for it was two women—and not two men—who were put to 
death for circumcising their sons.20 As such, 2 Macc 6:10 calls into question the 

15. Th e post-exilic priestly author and redactor of the Bible emphasized circumcision 
and made it central to his agenda, writing back into the text the concept of circumcision as 
the external sign of the covenant between God and Israel. Consequently, in early Judaism 
the non-observance of the law of circumcision represented a break in the covenant (Jub. 
15:1–4, 11–14) and dissociation from the Jewish community (Jub. 15:26; cf. Schäfer, Ju-
deophobia, 93). On the priestly agenda regarding circumcision, see Lawrence A. Hoff man, 
Covenant of Blood: Circumcision and Gender in Rabbinic Judaism (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1996), 30–38. 

16. In Greek culture, the body was revered in its perfection. In this light, circumcision 
was disapproved of as a form of mutilation (see, for example, Herodotus, 2.36f). In Hel-
lenistic Judaism the practice became discredited among Jews who wanted to participate 
in the Greek culture around them (1 Macc 1:15; Jub. 15:33; A.J. 12.241). Th ey underwent 
operations to disguise their circumcision (epispasm) and, according to Josephus, exercised 
naked in the gymnasium (A.J. 12.241). Although failure to circumcise is a clear transgres-
sion of the Law, it is not certain that disguising a circumcision is considered a sin (Jonathan 
Goldstein, “Jewish Acceptance and Rejection of Hellenism,” in Semites, Iranians, Greeks, 
and Romans: Studies in Th eir Interactions [Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1990], 79 n. 92; cf. Rob-
ert G. Hall, “Epispasm: Circumcision in Reverse,” BR [August 1992]: 52–57). It is clear, 
however, that from the point of view of both Jews and Greeks, circumcision was the mark 
that identifi ed the Jewish man as a Jew. 

17. Hoff man, Covenant of Blood, 22. 
18. See b. ‘Abod. Zar. 27a. 
19. Ibid. 
20. Goldstein points out that in the parallel texts in 1 Macc 1:60–61 and 4 Macc 4:24–25 
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accepted rabbinic perspective and substantiates the claim that there was a time in 
the Second Temple period when women participated in the ritual of circumcision. 
Women may have been excluded from the rite by virtue of their biology, but that 
did not mean that as Jewish mothers they did not have a role in the circumcision 
of their sons. Th e nature of that role requires further investigation. 

Th e feminine participle ἀνήχθησαν is used to denote the mother’s role in the 
act of circumcising her son in both 2 Macc 6:10 and the parallel text of 4 Macc 
4:25. Without a doubt, the use of the word implies that it is the mothers who are 
held responsible for circumcising their sons, and it is they who suff er the conse-
quences of their actions. It is important, however, to distinguish between taking 
responsibility for the performance of a ritual and actually performing the ritual 
oneself.21 In this regard, the parallel text in 1 Macc 1:60–61 is informative: 

According to the decree, they put to death the women who had their children 
circumcised, and their families and those who circumcised them; and they hung 
the infants from their mothers’ necks. 

In this account, the women are mentioned fi rst, indicating that they were the 
ones held responsible for the circumcision of their children. It is evident, how-
ever, that they did not perform the circumcisions themselves, as the text speci-
fi es that both the families and those who performed the ritual circumcisions were 
put to death along with the mothers. Here the use of the masculine participle 
περιτετμηκότας indicates that the procedure was likely performed by a man.22 Cu-
riously, the fathers are not mentioned. Perhaps they were included as part of the 
family or alluded to in the category of “those who circumcised.”23 It is more likely, 
however, that if the fathers were considered accountable they would have been ex-

there is no mention of the number of women. Th is specifi cation adds a certain amount of 
authenticity to the account (II Maccabees, 279).

21. In modern Judaism, it is technically the obligation of the father to perform the cir-
cumcision himself. In many forms of the ceremony, the mohel asks the father if he wishes to 
perform the circumcision, to which he replies, “I want you to do it for me as my legal agent.” 
See Hoff man, Covenant of Blood, 73. 

22. Against Bar-Ilan, who suggests that in the same way that women traditionally tended 
to the needs of the newborn, cutting the umbilical cord, nursing, and clothing the child, 
they may have also removed the foreskin. He supports his claim that women circumcised 
their sons by citing b. Yebam. 64b in which there is a discussion concerning whether or 
not a women should circumcise her third son if the fi rst and second had died as a result 
of the procedure. Th e text, however, does not indicate that the woman actually performed 
the ritual. Rather, it is concerned that the children of one family have a tendency to bleed 
profusely and die. In a time when a man could have more than one wife, the specifi cation 
of the woman merely establishes that the sons were all from the same mother and had the 
same genetic predisposition. On the “circumcising women,” see Meir Bar-Ilan, Some Jewish 
Women in Antiquity (BJS 317; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1998), 16–19. 

23. Th e word οἶκος, translated here as “family,” literally means “houses.” Goldstein ac-
knowledges the literal translation in his commentary, but nevertheless translates οἶκοuς as 
“husbands.” See Goldstein, I Maccabees, 227. 
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plicitly mentioned.24 In 1 Maccabees, it is the mothers who assume responsibility 
for circumcising their sons. 

Another text that gives some insight into the practice of circumcision in this 
period is the Aramaic re-working of the Books of Maccabees, “Th e Scroll of 
Antiochus”:25

So drastic was the king’s edict that when a man was discovered to have circum-
cised his son (wnb t) lm r#) #y) w)cm), he and his wife were hanged along with 
the child. A woman gave birth to a son aft er her husband’s death and had him 
circumcised (wtw) lmtw) when he was eight days old. With the child in her arms, 
she went up on top of the wall of Jerusalem and cried out: “We say to you, wicked 
Bagris, this covenant of our fathers which you intend to destroy shall never cease 
from us nor from our children’s children.” She cast her son down to the ground 
and fl ung herself aft er him so that they died together. Many Israelites of that pe-
riod did the same, refusing to renounce the covenant of their fathers.26 

In this account there are two acts of circumcision. Th e fi rst case involves a 
man who circumcises his son. Notably, both parents are held accountable for the 
circumcision, being put to death along with the child. In the second instance, a 
widow circumcises her son and then preempts her inevitable execution in what 
the author portrays as a heroic act of murder-suicide.27 In the Hebrew, the use of 
the feminine imperfect vav consecutive lmtw indicates that it was the mother who 
took responsibility for the circumcision of her son. Th is text stands in opposition 
to the rabbinic view that, in the absence of a male relative, it is up to the religious 
court or the child himself, upon reaching adulthood, to arrange for his circumci-
sion.28 Here it is not entirely clear that the woman actually performed the circum-
cision, since the usage of lmtw can be understood either literally or fi guratively. 
Nevertheless, it is clear that in the absence of a father, the mother acts, upholding 
the Law even in the face of death.29 

24. Josephus relies on 1 Maccabees as his source for this period in history. In his ac-
count, however, he indicates that the fathers were tortured and crucifi ed for circumcising 
their sons, while the wives and children were strangled. It is notable that when the respon-
sibility for circumcision is transferred to the father, the women’s role becomes that of “wife” 
and not “mother.” 

25. According to Bar-Ilan (Some Jewish Women, 16–18, esp. n. 36), Th e Scroll of Antio-
chus may be dated to some time between the second century b.c.e. and the second century 
c.e. 

26. Hebrew and English translations from Daily Prayer Book: Ha-Siddur Ha-Shalem 
(trans. Philip Birnbaum; New York: Hebrew Publishing Company, 1949), 717–20. 

27. In circumcising her son, the mother not only upheld the ancestral law but she also 
saved her son from disaster by establishing his identity as a Jew and ensuring that he would 
not be barred from eternal life aft er death. Bar-Ilan, Some Jewish Women, 18. 

28. b. Kidd. 29a–b.
29. Against Archer, who asserts that under the exceptional circumstances of the per-

secution of Antiochus Epiphanes, women performed circumcisions. See Léonie J. Archer, 
Her Price Is Beyond Rubies: Th e Jewish Woman in Graeco-Roman Palestine (JSOTSup 60; 
Sheffi  eld: JSOT Press, 1990), 223 n. 3. I do not deny the possibility that women circumcised 
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Ultimately, the texts in 1 Maccabees and Th e Scroll of Antiochus can neither 
confi rm nor rule out the possibility that the mothers in 2 Macc 6:20 actually per-
formed the circumcisions. Th is literature does, however, lend credence to the con-
tention that mothers did take responsibility for circumcising their sons, especially 
when the fathers were absent or in times of danger. It is therefore reasonable to 
conclude that, at the very least, the mother-martyrs of 2 Maccabees took sole re-
sponsibility for circumcising their sons, upholding the Law, and ensuring their 
sons’ identities as Jews. Th ey fulfi lled this religious role in full knowledge of the 
consequences of their actions: certain death for both themselves and their chil-
dren. Th e mother-martyrs lived for the Law, ensuring that their sons lived, albeit 
briefl y, as members of the covenant between God and Israel.

The Mother-Martyr as Instructor of Her Sons

Th e portrayal of the mother-martyr in 2 Macc 7 is essential to the narrative. She 
watches as each of her sons, from the oldest to the youngest, bravely gives his life 
for the Law. Yet, in spite of the horror of seeing her seven sons perish in a single 
day, she bears her suff ering with “good courage” (εὐψύχως) “because of her hope 
in the Lord” (διὰ τὰς ἐπὶ κύριον ἐλπίδας).30 Here in v. 20, the mother is portrayed 
as a model of piety whose trust in God gives her the strength to heroically endure 
her anguish. Moreover, she is not a passive bystander, but rather she actively en-
courages them to choose death over transgression of the Law. Her extraordinary 
bravery is explained in Stoic terms: “. . . she reinforced her woman’s reasoning” 
(τὸν θῆλυν λογισμὸν) “with a man’s courage” (ἄρσενι θυμῷ, v. 21).31 Th us the au-
thor presents the women’s heroic actions in terms of a philosophical division be-
tween the emotional feminine element of the human constitution and the rational 
masculine element.32 Th e mother-martyr is thus portrayed as a woman who pos-
sesses masculine virtues.33 

Th e mother’s words of encouragement are found in the form of two direct 

their children in this period. However, given the rhetorical nature of the text, I do not think 
that one can assert with any degree of certainty the continuity between this literary repre-
sentation of women circumcising their sons and real-life practice. 

30. A similar expression of the mother’s trust in God is found in 4 Macc 17:4.
31. Van Henten comments on the similar language used in Philo’s portrayal of Julia Au-

gusta in Legat. 320 and suggests that there is a topos of exceptional women who act like men 
in Jewish and Greco-Roman literature (Th e Maccabean Martyrs, 233–34 and nn. 236–37). 

32. On the use of the Stoic division between masculine and feminine attributes in 2 Macc 
7:21, see Young, “Woman with the Soul,” 71, esp. n. 5. Philo assumes a similar contrast be-
tween masculine reasoning and female emotion. See, for example, Leg. 3.11; cf. 3.49–50. 

33. In 4 Maccabees, the author glorifi es the mother in masculine terms, asserting that 
she is “more noble than males in endurance, more manly than men in resistance” (15:30; 
cf. 16:14). Commenting on the author’s insistence on the mother’s superiority in the sphere 
of male virtue, Rajak (“Dying for the Law,” 55–56) contends that “the identity of the heroic 
martyr is thus preserved as a masculine one.” Th is tendency to masculinize the female mar-
tyr is especially apparent in later Christian martyrology, as is evident in, for example, Acts of 
Th ecla 40 and the Martyrdom of Saints Perpetua and Felicitas. In 2 Maccabees, however, the 
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speeches, the fi rst imparted to all of her sons (vv. 22–23) and the second to the 
youngest son aft er his brothers have already died (vv. 27–29). Th e speeches are 
intended to be didactic and persuasive. As such, they point to the mother’s es-
sential infl uence over her sons and her role in teaching them to live their lives in 
accordance with the Law.34 

Th e fi rst speech is an instruction to the brothers on the contemporary belief 
in the doctrines of creatio ex nihilo and resurrection to life. Here the pairing of 
creation and resurrection is essential to the mother’s instruction: just as God gave 
life to them, in the same way that he created the universe and all of humankind, he 
will also restore them to life by a process of re-creation.35 It is on the basis of this 
analogy between God’s power to create and his ability to re-create that the mother 
encourages her sons to trust in the Lord and not to forsake his laws. Th ey are to 
die as they have lived—for the sake of the Law—so that in God’s mercy they will 
be resurrected to life. 

Th at the mother’s speech is intended as a private instruction and exhortation 
is indicated not only by its content but also by the manner in which it is com-
municated. Although others may be present, the mother does not speak publicly. 
Rather, she is portrayed as speaking privately to her sons “in the language of their 
ancestors” (v. 21).36 Th e brothers are the only ones who can understand the con-
tent of the message. All others are excluded by the imposed language barrier. 

In the context of 2 Macc 7, there are two other instances in which the author 
specifi es that the speaker is communicating in the ancestral language: prior to 
the mother’s second speech (v. 27) and before the second son’s response to his 
torturer’s demand that he eat pork (v. 8).37 In the latter case, the brevity of the 
boy’s reply—a single word, “no”—would have required no translation. It may be 
assumed that with the exception of this one instance, the seven brothers always 
spoke Greek when addressing the king and his men. Moreover, it is implied that 
the mother also understood and even spoke Greek, as indicated by her ability to 
respond when the king insisted that she convince her youngest son to save himself 

male virtues of the mother are not developed, nor are they emphasized. Her role as mother 
is essential to her identity, as exemplifi ed in her relationship with her youngest son (v. 27). 

34. According to Young (“Woman with the Soul,” 70), the mother’s infl uence on the boys 
“must be seen as essential.”

35. On the relationship between creation and resurrection in 2 Maccabees, see G. W. E. 
Nickelsburg, Resurrection, Immortality, and Eternal Life in Intertestamental Judaism (HTS 
26; Cambridge, 1972), 107; cf. van Henten, Th e Maccabean Martyrs, 175–82. 

36. Th e phrase τῇ πατρίῳ φωνῇ literally means “in the paternal language.” Th e mother’s 
use of the ancestral language gives a sense that the communication to her sons was of a 
private nature. See Young, “Woman with the Soul,” 70. Th e identifi cation of the language 
is subject to dispute. According to Young (ibid., 71), it is likely that she spoke Aramaic and 
not Hebrew. Van Henten, however, argues that, in 2 Maccabees, references to the ancestral 
language indicate Hebrew. See Jan Willem van Henten, “Th e Ancestral Language of the 
Jews,” in Hebrew Study from Ezra to Ben-Yehuda (ed. William Horbury; Edinburgh: T & T 
Clark, 1999), 65–68. 

37. Reference to the use of the ancestral language is also made in 2 Macc 12:37; 15:29. 
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by departing from the Law (7:25–26).38 Here the use of the ancestral language is 
essential to the mother’s deception of the king. It aff orded her the opportunity to 
impart further instruction to the child and persuade him, contrary to the king’s 
wishes, to accept martyrdom rather than transgress the Law. 39

Th e choice to use her ancestral language in this specifi c circumstance is signifi -
cant when considered in terms of the relationship between language and ethnicity, 
for the use of language can build or break down cultural barriers. In this case, the 
choice of language emphasizes the bond between the mother and her sons and 
the unanimity in their decision to live and die by the Law, while simultaneously 
distinguishing them from the king and his men and the larger Greek culture that 
they represent. Interestingly, however, the dichotomy between Jew and Greek with 
respect to language is not as sharp a distinction as one might expect, for the use 
of the ancestral language is clearly a matter of choice and not ability. Th ese Jews 
were, indeed, profi cient in their use of Greek.40 Th ey chose to use their ancestral 
language in the same way as they chose to obey their ancestral Law. 

Th e mother’s second speech is directed to her youngest son aft er his broth-
ers have died and is composed of three parts: a plea, an instruction, and a com-
mand.41 Th e instruction reiterates the mother’s belief in the doctrine of creatio ex 
nihilo, thereby providing a basis for the belief in resurrection. Th e mother’s plea 
and command heighten the sense of persuasion in a speech that is directed to a 
child who is perhaps too young to be convinced on the basis of rational argument 
alone.42 Th ese two elements appeal to the strength of the bond between mother 
and son, giving insight into the role of motherhood as perceived by the author and 
his audience. 

When the woman speaks, it is as a mother speaking to her son. She begins 

38. Van Henten (Th e Maccabean Martyrs, 196) asserts that the martyrs use Greek 
when speaking to the king and his people, but speak among themselves in the ancestral 
language. 

39. Th e king did not understand the ancestral language, as indicated in v. 24: “Antio-
chus felt that he was being treated with contempt, and he was suspicious of her reproachful 
tone.” 

40. Th e process of Hellenization was not a matter of simple acceptance or rejection. It 
was a complex process in which a variety of cultural infl uences were selected, adopted, or 
adapted to varying degrees in diff erent levels of society. On the one hand, the use of the 
ancestral language indicates the martyrs are part of a people with its own identity. See Jan 
Willem van Henten and Friedrich Avemarie, Martyrdom and Noble Death: Selected Texts 
from Graeco-Roman, Jewish, and Christian Antiquity (London: Routledge, 2002), 67 n. 92. 
On the other hand, their profi ciency in Greek may indicate a degree of Hellenization that is 
not necessarily associated with the abandonment of religious identity. On the complexity of 
the Hellenization process see Lee I. Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity: Confl ict or 
Confl uence? (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1998), 17–28. 

41. Young, “Woman with the Soul,” 72.
42. From a literary perspective, the escalation of the mother’s rhetoric balances the 

added incentive to transgress the Law that the king off ers to the child (v. 24). Obeying 
the Law would bring about a painful death, but obeying the king would be rewarded with 
wealth and power. 
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with an opening plea: “My son, have pity on me.” Th is utterance is laden with 
theatrical paradox as the author deliberately heightens the pathos in his portrayal 
of the mother pleading with her only surviving son to show compassion by al-
lowing her to watch him die.43 Included in her plea is a description of her role as 
mother: “I carried you (περιενέγκασαν) nine months in my womb, and nursed 
you (θηλάσασαν) for three years, and have reared you (ἐκθρέψασαν) and have 
brought you up (ἀγαγοῦσαν) to this point in your life, and have taken care of 
you (τροφοφορήσασαν)” (v. 27). A string of fi ve verbs is used for emphasis in the 
quintessential maternal argument, which may be summarized as follows: “Aft er all 
I have done for you, you must do as I say.” Taken together, the fi ve verbs not only 
underscore the identity of the woman as mother, as intended by the author, but 
also give valuable insight into what the author and his audience perceived as the 
role of the contemporary mother.44 

Th e verb περιφέρω (“carried”) refers to the carrying around of children and 
alludes to the pregnancy of the mother. Th e very mention of her pregnancy estab-
lishes the woman as the mother of the child and confi rms her parental authority 
over him.45 According to the Law, a child is required to honor his parents (Exod 
20:12). Th is concept of honor is quite prominent in the Jewish literature of the sec-
ond century b.c.e. and is most oft en equated with respect and obedience. A son is 
required to obey both his mother and his father.46 Th us, by virtue of her maternity, 
the mother-martyr of 2 Macc 7 could expect and even demand the obedience of 
her son. 

Th e second verb, θηλάζω (“nursed” or “suckled”), refers to the mother’s care of 
the child during infancy. She nursed her son for a period of three years, nourish-
ing the child with milk from her own breast. In a time when breast milk was the 
only source of nourishment available to an infant, it was essential to survival of 
children that they be nursed.47 It is not certain to what extent Jewish women of 

43. Goldstein, II Maccabees, 314.
44. Goldstein notes the sequence of fi ve verbs and suggests that the text is an expan-

sion on Lam 2:22 that also includes a rare word τροφοφορέω (“take care”), borrowed from 
Greek Deut 1:31. He argues (II Maccabees, 314–15) that the latter verb was not original and 
omits it from his own translation. Arguing against Goldstein, van Henten (Th e Maccabean 
Martyrs, 233 n. 233) asserts that there is no reason to change the text since the fi ft h verb, 
although somewhat redundant, fi ts the context. 

45. Ben Sira establishes parental authority over children: “For the Lord honored the 
father above his children, and made fi rm the authority of the mother over her sons” (3:2). 
See Warren C. Trenchard, Ben Sira’s View of Women: A Literary Analysis (BJS 38; Chico, CA: 
Scholars Press, 1982), 40–43. 

46. Tobit 4:3–4 discusses the honor a son should give to his mother. In the book of Ju-
bilees there are several examples of concern for honor: Rebecca exhorts Jacob to honor his 
father and brother (35:5), Jacob is portrayed as honoring both of his parents (35:12–13), 
whereas Esau shows them no honor when he treats them poorly (35:9–11). 

47. Ilan notes that the artifi cial nipple and bottle were not used until modern times. See 
Tal Ilan, Jewish Women in Greco-Roman Palestine: An Inquiry into Image and Status (Pea-
body, MA: Hendrickson, 1996), 119. On the importance of breast milk in the ancient world, 
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this period nursed their own children or employed wet nurses for this purpose.48 
Neither is it possible to establish a standard length of time for nursing a child.49 
What is certain is that, in ancient society, breastfeeding was not only a means of 
providing physical nourishment to the child, it was also a metaphor for impart-
ing knowledge. Most prominent in the Greco-Roman world was the image of the 
goddess Isis as divine mother, imparting life, protection, and saving knowledge to 
her son Horus through her maternal milk.50 A similar metaphor is found in Jewish 
literature, with Philo’s portrayal of God as nurse and source of Wisdom: “For he 
is the one who nourishes and nurses wise deeds, words, and thoughts” (De migr. 
Abr. 24:13).51 

Th e metaphor of a divine being imparting knowledge through breast milk is 
continuous with the reality of women’s lives, as indicated by literary evidence.52 
Gynecological manuals indicate concern for selecting the right nurse, “who will 
impart to the child the things necessary for his or her correct upbringing.”53 Simi-
larly, a letter dated from the third to second century b.c.e. off ers advice in choos-
ing a temperate wet nurse who will put the child’s welfare fi rst, because nursing is 
“an important part, foremost and prefatory to the whole of the child’s life.”54 It is 
evident that in the Greco-Roman world, as in Palestine, the nursing of a child was 
perceived as a necessary function that contributed to both the physical and moral 
nourishment of the child. Th us, for the mother in 2 Macc 7, the suckling of her son 
at her breast was both an act of sustaining and instructing the child. Along with his 
mother’s milk, the boy imbibed his fi rst lessons in the Law. 

see Philo, who referred to it as “the happily timed ailment, which fl ows so gently fostering 
the tender growth of every creature” (Virt. 130; cf. Spec. 3.199–200).

48. Ilan, Jewish Women, 119–21. Ilan speculates that a wet-nurse was a luxury and was 
more apt to be employed by women of the aristocratic class. Similarly, Corrington indicates 
that “in the Hellenized and Roman upper classes, very few mothers actually nursed their 
own children. . . .” See Gail Paterson Corrington, “Th e Milk of Salvation: Redemption by the 
Mother in Late Antiquity and Early Christianity,” HTR 82, no. 4 (1989): 403.

49. In Jub. 17:1 there is a reference to the weaning of Isaac, but the age of the child is not 
mentioned. Th e Mishna indicates that two years is an appropriate length of time (m. Git. 
7:6). Th e Toseft a establishes a minimum time of eighteen months to two years (t. Nid. 2:2–
2:4). R. Eliezer, however, asserts that aft er twenty-four months, nursing was considered an 
abominable thing (b. Ket. 60a). 

50. According to Corrington (“Th e Milk of Salvation,” 398–404), the most widespread 
representation of Isis was as the goddess Isis lactans, seated on a throne nursing her son. 
Representations dating from the eighth century b.c.e. onward have been found throughout 
the Mediterranean world, where Isis presumably became associated with the Greek nursing 
deities, the kourotrophoi. 

51. In Jewish literature, the personifi ed Wisdom also shares many attributes with Isis, 
including “bestower of life” (e.g., Prov 8:35; Wis 8.3). See ibid., 405. 

52. Corrington (ibid., 406) argues convincingly for the association between divine rep-
resentation and social reality.

53. Ibid., 406.
54. Mary R. Lefk owitz and Maureen B. Fant, eds., Women’s Life in Greece and Rome 

(Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1982), no. 111. 
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A sense of instruction is inherent in each of the verbs ἐκτρέφω (“rear”), ἀγω 
(“bring up,” “train” or “educate”), and τροφοφορέω (“take care,” “nourish,” or “sus-
tain”).55 Th e use of these three verbs together emphasizes the mother-martyr’s pri-
mary role in educating her son.56 In early Judaism, both parents were responsible 
for the religious education of their children, but the chief responsibility rested 
upon the father as the head of the household.57 In the Hebrew Bible the mother is 
oft en mentioned as a teacher, but in most instances her instruction is in conjunc-
tion with that of the father.58 One exception is found in the maternal instruction 
of Lemuel, king of Massa, in Prov 31:1–9, a text that eff ectively lends credibility to 
the notion that both spouses shared the responsibility for teaching their children.59 
How this responsibility played out in reality, however, may have varied from one 
community to another or according to individual circumstances.60 In the book of 
Tobit, for example, the duty to educate children in the Law is considered primarily 
a male duty (4:5–12), but because his father was dead, it was Tobit’s grandmother 
who taught him the Law (1:8).61 Not only did the woman know the Law, she was 
also quite capable, in the absence of a suitable male relative, of assuming the posi-
tion of head of the household and taking full responsibility for the instruction of 
the child. 

55. A note to the nrsv translation of 2 Maccabees indicates that “taken care of you” may 
be translated as “bore the burden of your education.”

56. Van Henten suggests that the string of fi ve verbs used in the mother’s plea concerns 
fi ve successive stages of growth for sons. To support this contention he cites Acts 22:3 with 
respect to Paul, indicating that the verse off ers an example of three stages in a boy’s life: 
birth, rearing, and education. See Th e Maccabean Martyrs, 233 n. 233. However, it should 
be noted that there is signifi cant overlap between the last two categories. Similarly, in our 
passage the actions of rearing, training, and educating do not necessarily refl ect successive 
stages of development but, rather, may be viewed as categories of responsibility of a parent 
toward a child, all of which involve some form of instruction. 

57. Fletcher Harper Swift , Education in Ancient Israel: From Earliest Times to 70 AD 
(Chicago: Open Court, 1919), 52; cf. Carole Fontaine, Smooth Words: Women, Proverbs, 
and Performance in Biblical Wisdom (JSOTSup 356; New York: Sheffi  eld, 2002), 30–35. 

58. See, for example, Prov 1:8; 6:20. Corrington (“Th e Milk of Salvation,” 405) suggests 
that “the role of the mother as the fi rst instructor of children in Wisdom was one of author-
ity in Israel.”

59. James L. Crenshaw, Education in Ancient Israel: Across the Deadening Silence (New 
York: Doubleday, 1998), 189 n. 3.

60. Writing in fi rst-century Alexandria, Philo asserts in general terms that it is the par-
ents’ responsibility to instruct their children from an early age (Spec. 2.228). Yet in other 
places he appears to perceive the father as the primary instructor of his child (Spec. 2.29) 
and the mother as a negative infl uence with regard to moral and intellectual development 
(Spec. 4.68). For a discussion on the responsibility of parents to instruct their children, see 
Adele Reinhartz, “Parents and Children: A Philonic Perspective,” in Th e Jewish Family in 
Antiquity (ed. Shaye J. D. Cohen; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1993), 73–74. 

61. Beverly Bow and George W. E. Nickelsburg, “Patriarchy with a Twist: Men and 
Women in Tobit,” in “Women Like Th is”: New Perspectives on Jewish Women in the Greco-
Roman World (ed. Amy-Jill Levine; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1991), 133.
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In 2 Macc 7 the father is noticeably absent and the mother-martyr assumes full 
responsibility for the instruction of her sons. Faced with this gap in the text, the 
author of 4 Maccabees off ers additional information, portraying the mother as a 
widow (18:9) and the dead father as the educator of his sons (18:10–19).62 Our 
text, however, does not give these explicit details. Th us, the marital status of the 
mother and the fate of the father remains the subject of speculation. More certain 
is the mother’s role as instructor of her children. She teaches all of her sons to con-
duct themselves appropriately, living in the service of God and his Law, even in the 
face of death. Moreover, in the case of her youngest son, she is not only the woman 
who carried and nursed him, imparting his earliest instruction with the milk of 
her breast; she is also the individual solely responsible for his rearing, training, and 
education from the earliest years. 

Aft er off ering a plea that establishes her maternity and role as teacher, the 
mother-martyr off ers her fi nal instruction to her youngest son and then issues a 
command: “Do not fear this butcher, but prove worthy of your brothers.”63 Here 
she relies on her established authority as parent and teacher to exact obedience 
from the child.64 In accordance with the Law, he is required to honor his mother by 
obeying her wishes. Th e use of the imperative μὴ φοβηθῇς, “do not fear,” evokes yet 
another dimension to the child’s responsibility toward his mother, as fear is also an 
aspect of honor.65 Th e child is instructed not to fear the king or the civil law that 
he represents. Instead, he must fulfi ll his obligation to fear his mother, in accor-
dance with the ancestral law that she has taught him. And, in case the boy’s choice 
is not clear, the mother throws in an added exhortation that he “prove worthy of 
his brothers” by following in their footsteps and accepting death as an alternative 
to transgression of the Law. Only if he acts virtuously will he be resurrected along 
with his brothers and ultimately be reunited with his mother. 

Th e second speech of the mother is presented as an instruction that is envel-
oped in a complimentary plea and command. Its appeal to the youngest son is on 
a level that goes beyond rational instruction. Th e mother establishes her authority 
over her son as the woman who carried, nursed, and raised him to lead a life in the 
service of God and his Law. In accordance with this Law he must honor her with 
his obedience and fear. Th us, when she exhorts him to accept martyrdom she is 

62. Th e description of the father’s instruction includes the Law and the prophets, psalms, 
proverbs, and the lessons aff orded by such biblical characters as Cain and Abel, Joseph, 
Phineas, and Daniel. Th e emphasis here is not on knowledge but on training in the proper 
conduct required to lead a life in the service of God and his Law. On the character of Jew-
ish education in the Second Temple period and in Tannaitic literature, see Nathan Drazin, 
History of Jewish Education from 515 BCE to 220 CE (Baltimore: John Hopkins University 
Press, 1940), 11–15. 

63. In the book of Jubilees, Rebecca is similarly portrayed as commanding her son, Jacob 
(26:9; 35:1, 25). 

64. Crenshaw (Education in Ancient Israel, 189 n. 3) suggests that the command to honor 
one’s father and mother is tied to their role in giving instruction to their children. 

65. Philo indicates that honoring one’s parents includes the following: respect, obedi-
ence, fear, courtesy, and nurture (Spec. 2.234–35). 
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supported by both her authority as parent and the full weight of the Law, in which 
she instructed him. Central to the narrative is the mother’s role as instructor of her 
sons. In her lifetime, she trained her children to conduct themselves in accordance 
with God’s law. In the hour of their death, she continued to instruct her sons on 
God’s power and mercy, encouraging them to obey God’s law even in the face of 
death. As they lived for the Law, they also died for the Law so that they would be 
resurrected to life. When the youngest son dies, the narrator off ers a short state-
ment regarding the mother’s fate: “Last of all, the mother died, aft er her sons.” Van 
Henten observes that compared to the mother’s elaborate statements, the descrip-
tion of her death is very brief.”66 Indeed, her story is about how she lived for the 
Law. Th at she would also die for the Law was always a foregone conclusion.

The Mother-Martyrs in Rhetoric and History

In 2 Maccabees, the three mother-martyrs are portrayed in terms of their role 
as mothers. Th ey ensure that their sons live their lives according to the Law by 
assuming the responsibility for circumcising their children and instructing them 
to conduct themselves in a fashion that is appropriate for a Jew. Ultimately, they 
choose to sacrifi ce their lives and those of their children in the service of God and 
his Law. In the absence of the fathers, these women are represented as heroes of the 
Jewish people and the guardians of Jewish Law and tradition for their generation. 
In the context of 2 Macc 6:7–7:42, the stories of the mother-martyrs and their sons, 
along with that of the elderly sage, Eleazar, clearly had a didactic function. Th ey 
were ordinary members of society—mothers, children, and the elderly—who were 
held up to a subsequent generation of Jews as models of steadfast loyalty to God 
and his Law, even in the face of persecution.67 No doubt, the portrayal of these 
martyrs is at least to some extent stylized in accordance with the author’s rhetori-
cal agenda, making it diffi  cult to discern the line between rhetoric and reality in 
the portrayal of the mother-martyrs. Nevertheless, an examination of these por-
traits in their literary context may lend further insight into these representations 
and aff ord us a glimpse, albeit tentative, into the lives of real mothers in Judea in 
the second century b.c.e.

Th e author of 2 Maccabees has set up an opposition between two segments of 
society. On the one side are the powerful “Hellenizers,” members of the priestly 
class and their associates who would bribe, steal, and even kill for personal power, 
as exemplifi ed by Simon, Jason, and Menelaus. Th eir disloyalty to ancestral law 
is emphasized in their priestly neglect of temple duties (4:14), the contribution 
toward the sacrifi ce to Herakles (4:18–20), and the misappropriation of temple 
funds (4:32–34). On the other side are the pious individuals on the periphery of 
society who continue to live according to Jewish Law. In classic Greek rhetorical 

66. Van Henten, Martyrdom and Noble Death, 70 n. 100. Compare the elaborate praise 
of the mother in 4 Macc 4:11–16:25. 

67. On the didactic function of the martyr narratives, see van Henten, Th e Maccabean Mar-
tyrs, 122–24. Cf. Nickelsburg (Resurrection, 95), who suggests that some elements in 2 Macc 7 
may, at some point, have been used to inculcate steadfastness in times of persecution. 
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tradition, he sets up a dichotomy between strong and weak, the sinner and the 
pious, Greek public ritual and the private and oft en secret observance of Jewish 
Law. While Jewish men publicly participated in Greek culture and religion, either 
through coercion or of their own volition, the women and children are associated 
with the elderly sage, Eleazar, and exemplifi ed as the guardians of the ancestral 
tradition. 

Th e use of comparison is fundamental to the author’s rhetorical agenda. His 
perspective, however, is not necessarily anti-Hellenistic, for in terms of language 
and style 2 Maccabees is written in the tradition of contemporary Hellenistic liter-
ature.68 Neither is his purpose in any way gender-related, for although he excludes 
the fathers from the accounts of the mother-martyrs, he does include other men 
among the pious: the Sabbath observers and the sage, Eleazar. It is in the charac-
terization of this latter individual that we fi nd clues to the author’s agenda. Th e 
emphasis on Eleazar’s advanced age throughout the martyr narrative places him, 
along with the women and children, as one of the weak in society.69 In addition, he 
is described using the word γραμματέων, meaning scribe or teacher. Interestingly, 
the author of Syriac Maccabees clearly portrays Eleazar, not as a teacher, but as 
a priest (75). Th is discrepancy does not go unnoticed by the author of 4 Macca-
bees, who attempts to harmonize the other two accounts by portraying Eleazar as 
νομικός, a scribe or teacher, who came from a priestly family.70 Th at the author of 
2 Maccabees exemplifi es a teacher and not a priest as the male model of piety fi ts 
well with his negative portrayal of the priestly aristocracy and their associates.71 

In 2 Maccabees, power, corruption, and the pursuit of “Greek forms of prestige” 
(4:15) are associated with the aristocratic class to which the priesthood belongs, 
whereas the preservation of the ancestral law is attributed to ordinary people. Th e 
author portrays a world in which Israel’s representatives to God are straying from 
the Law, and the priestly conception of the hierarchical structure of society does 
not apply. As such, women are not perceived as “other” by virtue of gender, but 
judged on their own merits. While the elite of Hellenistic Jewish society forsake 
the Law in their public pursuit of all things Greek, the perpetuation of Judaism falls 
on the shoulders of average individuals who continue to preserve Jewish tradition 
for the next generation. Among them are the elderly scribes and teachers, such as 
Eleazar, who lived his life dedicated to transmitting the Law to others and died in 

68. Upon the examination of the syntax and style of 2 Maccabees, Doran concludes that 
the author was well trained in the schools of rhetoric. See Robert Doran, Temple Propa-
ganda: Th e Purpose and Character of 2 Maccabees (CBQMS 12; Washington, DC: Catholic 
Biblical Association of America, 1981), 46. 

69. 2 Macc 6:18, 23, 24, 25, 27. 
70. I am grateful for the insights of Sigrid Peterson, who uses this example, among oth-

ers, to demonstrate the harmonization of 2 Maccabees with Syriac Maccabees in the text 
of 4 Maccabees. Supporting her argument is the contention that, in the nt, νομικός and 
γραμματέων are equivalent terms. Sigrid Peterson, “Maccabean Martyrdoms: Versions and 
Varieties” (paper presented at the SBL Annual Meeting, Toronto, November 24, 2002). 

71. Van Henten (Th e Maccabean Martyrs, 55) indicates that it is unlikely that the author 
belonged to a priestly group.
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the hope that his loyalty to the Law would be an inspiration to the young. In much 
the same way, the mother-martyrs also represent an ordinary group within society 
who are essential to the propagation of Jewish law. Th ey assume responsibility for 
the Jewish identity of their sons by ensuring that they are circumcised. Moreover, 
they speak to their children in the language of their ancestors as they nurse, rear, 
and educate them in accordance with Jewish tradition.72 

Th e mother-martyrs of 2 Maccabees are not represented as exceptional women 
in terms of their roles as mothers. At a time when male family members are absent 
and the public male members of the priesthood have relinquished their role as the 
preservers of the tradition, it is only natural that the mothers take on the narra-
tive role of circumcising and instructing their sons. To be sure, the author’s use of 
rhetoric elevates these activities to heroic proportions. Yet it is in the very ordinary 
portrayal of the mothers that we can assert the continuity between literary repre-
sentation and the reality of women’s lives, for the portrayal of the mother-martyrs 
as heroes would only be convincing if it were based on an accurate depiction of 
their roles as mothers. It is therefore not unreasonable to speculate that Jewish 
mothers in the second century b.c.e. assumed active responsibility in raising their 
children to live according to the Law. As they lived for the Law, they taught those 
who came aft er them to do so as well. In this regard, the role of the Jewish mother 
remains unremarkable and unchanged.73

72. In portraying the mother-martyr of 2 Macc 7 as speaking the ancestral language 
and nursing her own child, the author indicates that she is not from among the aristocratic 
class. 

73. I would like to express my gratitude to Dr. Eileen Schuller for our many fruitful 
discussions on women and martyrdom.
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Metaphor and Meaning in the Dead Sea Scrolls

Metaphorical language contributes signifi cantly to the beauty and meaning of 
texts from the Hebrew Bible onward, yet it also poses a serious challenge to the 
student of the Dead Sea Scrolls: How to distinguish between the literal and meta-
phorical usages of language? Interpreting a passage in one direction or another can 
have major implications not only for the understanding of that passage and the 
document in which it is found, but also for the theology, practice, and self-under-
standing of the Qumran community. 

Literary theory is a useful starting point for addressing this question, as it can 
provide defi nitions and criteria that can then be applied to the literature found at 
Qumran. Th e literary critic I. A. Richards describes metaphor as follow: “When 
we use a metaphor we have two thoughts of diff erent things active together, and 
supported by a single word, or phrase, whose meaning is a resultant of their inter-
action.”1 In other words, a metaphor is not a literal statement. Th e primary char-
acteristic of metaphor is that it asserts a correspondence between two concepts or 
phenomena. For example, in the statement “man is a wolf,”2 “man” is the principal 
subject or the topic, whereas “wolf ” is the subsidiary subject or the vehicle. “Man” 
as the topic is being viewed through the lens or the fi lter of the vehicle, “wolf.”3 

If the primary characteristic of metaphor is its association between two con-
cepts or phenomena, several secondary features follow.4 First, metaphor draws 

1. I. A. Richards, Th e Philosophy of Rhetoric (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1936), 93. 
[Editor’s note: Metaphor is discussed extensively in literary criticism and theory. Cf. Paul 
Ricoeur, Th e Rule of Metaphor: Th e Creation of Meaning in Language, trans. Robert Czerny 
with Kathleen McLaughlin and John Costello (London: Routledge, 2003). On metaphor 
in biblical literature, see David H. Aaron, Biblical Ambiguities: Metaphor, Semantics, and 
Divine Imagery (Leiden: Brill, 2001).]

2. Max Black, Models and Metaphors: Studies in Language and Philosophy (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1962), 38–44.

3. Various terms are used to designate the two halves of a metaphor. For example, Rich-
ards suggests using the words “tenor” and “vehicle” (Philosophy, 96) whereas Black refers 
to “principal” and “subsidiary” subjects (Models and Metaphors, 39). For the purposes of 
this analysis, I follow Kittay in adopting the terminology “topic” (what the text is speaking 
about) and “vehicle” (the label and the content that label conveys literally). See Eva Feder 
Kittay, Metaphor: Its Cognitive Force and Linguistic Structure (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1987), 25–26. 

4. Th ese features are explicated by Leland Ryken, “Metaphor in the Psalms,” Christianity 
and Literature 31, no. 3 (1982): 11–13.
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attention to the literal meaning of a word or phrase, and then it requires the inter-
preter to transfer that meaning to a fi gurative level. It is thus the role of the inter-
preter to ascertain the connection between the two systems of meaning through a 
process of comparison. 

Second, metaphor works by means of indirection. On the literal level, a meta-
phorical statement is false. For example, the statement “man is a wolf ” does not 
indicate that man [whether understood generically, or more literally as “the male 
of the human species”—Ed.] is literally a wolf, but it suggests that humans have 
wolf-like characteristics such as being fi erce, hungry, and so on. Just because a 
metaphor is literally false, however, does not mean that it is illogical. Th e compari-
son between vehicle and topic can be validated on the basis of observation and 
rational analysis. Moreover, there are also occasions when metaphor goes beyond 
logic by pointing to the experience of the topic itself. Th is is evident in Ps 63:2, 
where the psalmist declares that his soul “thirsts” for God, thereby associating his 
spiritual longing with a physical and emotional state that can be experienced but 
not adequately articulated.

A third essential feature of metaphor is concreteness. As Ricoeur suggests, there 
is a “pictorial” dimension of metaphor, in which an image is evoked to account for 
the diff erence of level between topic and vehicle.5 Th e use of such imagery enables 
a certain economy of expression. Th e metaphor becomes a kind of shorthand in 
which a whole set of associations can be brought to bear on a given topic, merely 
by naming another area of human experience. 

It is not diffi  cult to recognize “man is a wolf ” or “the soul thirsts for God” as 
metaphorical rather than literal statements; we all know that men are men and not 
wolves, and that while our physical bodies can feel thirst literally, our souls can do 
so only fi guratively. In the Dead Sea Scrolls, as in many other collections of reli-
gious texts, the distinctions are by no means as clear. Th is essay presents two case 
studies. Th e fi rst section, “When God Purifi es the Sinner,” explores the language of 
purity and impurity in the Dead Sea Scrolls. Th e second section, “Community as 
Temple?” critically examines the frequent identifi cation of the yahad as a temple. 
Th e essay concludes with some refl ections on the implications of the metaphori-
cal and literal reading of these terms for our understanding of the Scrolls and the 
community which they may describe. 

I. When God Purifies the Sinner

In his book Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism, Jonathan Klawans distin-
guishes between two types of impurity: ritual impurity, a contagion that tempo-
rarily excludes the individual from participating in temple rituals, and moral im-
purity caused by sin, a form of defi lement that is not related to temple worship.6 

5. Paul Ricoeur, “Th e Metaphorical Process as Cognition, Imagination, and Feeling,” in 
On Metaphor (ed. S. Sacks; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979), 147.

6. Although Klawans is not the fi rst to make this distinction, he may be credited with 
bringing the discussion on the relationship between ritual and moral impurity in Second 
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Ritual impurities include those that arise from common human experiences such 
as childbirth (Lev 12:1–8), scale disease (Lev 13:1–14:32), genital discharges (Lev 
15:1–33), and death (Lev 11:1–47; Num 19:10–22) or certain cultic procedures 
(Lev 16:28; Num 19:8).7 According to Klawans, there are three distinctive charac-
teristics of ritual impurity. First, the sources of ritual impurity are natural, usually 
unavoidable, and sometimes even desirable. Second, these impurities are not pro-
hibited, nor are they considered sinful. Th ird, ritual impurity conveys an imper-
manent contagion through contact with other individuals or objects, which may 
be alleviated through purifi catory procedures. 

Moral impurity, on the other hand, is perceived as the result of human sin and 
may cause defi lement of the sinner (Lev 18:24), the land (Lev 18:25; Ezek 36:17), 
and God’s sanctuary (Lev 20:3; Ezek 5:11). According to priestly law, moral impu-
rity cannot be ameliorated through rites of purifi cation. Rather, it can be elimi-
nated only through a process of repentance, restitution and atoning sacrifi ce.8 
Failure to perform the appropriate cultic procedures results in the punishment of 
the transgressor.

Klawans makes two signifi cant contributions to the study of purity and impu-
rity. First, he asserts that these two types of impurity “are best understood as two 
distinct but analogous perceptions of contagion” (emphasis his).9 Second, he con-
tends that this distinction between ritual and moral impurity cannot be explained 
by the use of literal versus metaphorical language.10 In his view, both ritual and 
moral impurity have legal and social consequences that result from actual physi-

Temple Judaism to the forefront of the scholarly debate on purity. See Jonathan Klawans, 
Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 22–38.

7. On Klawans’s understanding of ritual impurity, see Impurity and Sin, 23–26, and 
part I of the present volume.

8. Milgrom argues convincingly that the t)+x, commonly referred to as a “sin-off er-
ing,” is not a ritual of atonement, but a ritual of purifi cation. What is purifi ed is not the 
off erer, but rather the altar and the sanctuary, both of which become defi led by moral im-
purity, as well as some major forms of ritual purity. See Jacob Milgrom, “Israel’s Sanctuary: 
Th e Priestly ‘Picture of Dorian Gray,’ ” RB 83 (1976): 390–99; idem, Leviticus 1–16: A New 
Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 3; New York: Doubleday, 1991), 253–
92. It should be recognized, however, that the impurity caused by egregious sins (twb(wt, or 
abominations) are considered permanent and cannot be removed by repentance or atone-
ment. Th ese include sexual sins (e.g., Lev 18:24–30), idolatry (e.g., Lev 19:31; 20:1–3), and 
bloodshed (e.g., Num 35:33–34). Th e only remedy for such sin is the punishment of the 
sinner. See Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 26–31.

9. Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 158.
10. Here Klawans argues primarily against Neusner, who suggests that ideas about purity 

and impurity serve as metaphors for moral and religious behavior. Jacob Neusner, Th e Idea 
of Purity in Ancient Judaism (Leiden: Brill, 1973), 108. Cf., for example, similar views ex-
pressed by H. Ringgren, “rh+,” TDOT 5:288–96; H. Ringgren and G. André, “)m+,” TDOT 
5:330–42; Baruch A. Levine, Th e JPS Torah Commentary: Leviticus (Philadelphia: Jewish 
Publication Society, 1989), 134.
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cal processes.11 Th us, the impurity caused by sin is no less “real” than the impurity 
caused by corpse contamination. 

Klawans does not deny that the language of purity is used fi guratively or meta-
phorically in the Hebrew Bible. In some texts the image of a ritually impure person 
is used metaphorically to illustrate sinfulness. In Isa 1:16–17, for example, God, 
through the prophet, warns people: “Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; re-
move the evil of your doings from before my eyes; cease to do evil, learn to do 
good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow.” 
In Ezek 36:17, God says to the prophet: “Mortal, when the house of Israel lived on 
their own soil, they defi led it with their ways and their deeds; their conduct in my 
sight was like the uncleanness of a woman in her menstrual period.”12 On other 
occasions, the language of ritual purity is associated with righteousness, and the 
image of purifi cation is used fi guratively to express atonement. In Jer 33:8 God 
promises: “I will cleanse them from all the guilt of their sin against me, and I will 
forgive all the guilt of their sin and rebellion against me.” In Prov 20:9 the narrator 
asks rhetorically: “Who can say, ‘I have made my heart clean; I am pure from my 
sin’?”13 In each of these passages the physical states of ritual impurity and purity 
are compared to moral categories of sinfulness and righteousness.14 Th ese exam-
ples indicate that purity language can be used both literally and metaphorically. 
How, then, can we know when a particular text is using purity language literally 
or metaphorically?15

We will approach this question by examining the usage of purity language in 
two texts from Qumran: the Hodayot (1QHa and 4Q427–32) and the Rule of the 
Community (1QS).16 Th e aim is to identify and interpret purity metaphors in these 
texts, to identify patterns of usage, and to consider their implications.

Identifying and Interpreting Purity Metaphors

Th e challenge of distinguishing between the metaphorical and literal usages 
of particular language involves interpreters in a rather circular process. In the 
fi rst place, they must be attentive to terms or phrases which in their literary 
contexts are potentially metaphorical. Th is fi rst step also requires a preliminary 
judgment call before the more rigorous investigation can even begin. Second, the 
literal meaning of the comparison must be established and, fi nally, the similarity 
between the vehicle and topic must be examined.17 Th e use of purity language in 

11. Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 34.
12. See also Isa 64:4–5 and Lam 1:8, 17.
13. See also Isa 1:15–17 and Job 4:17.
14. Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 34.
15. Th e connection between ritual impurity and sin is attested in, for example, 1QS V, 

13–14, 19–20.
16. Th e metaphorical usage of purity language is absent from 11QT and 4QMMT (Kla-

wans, Impurity and Sin, 85 n. 94).
17. Ryken suggests that the interpretation of a metaphor necessitates two tasks: iden-
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Ps 51 provides a suitable example with which to demonstrate this threefold process 
as well as its necessary circularity:18 

4. Wash me thoroughly of my iniquity, ynw(m ynsbk hbrh

 and purify me of my sin; .ynrh+ yt)+xmw

5. for I know my transgressions, (d) yn) y(#p-yk

 and my sin is always before me . . . .dymt ydgn yt)+xw

9. Purge me with hyssop and I shall be pure; rh+)w bwz)b yn)+xt

 wash me and I shall be whiter than snow.19 .Nybl) gl#mw ynsbkt

In verse 4, the psalmist’s petitions to God to purify (rh+) him of sin ()+x) draw 
a direct line between ritual purifi cation and atonement for sin.20 Th e comparison 
between these two concepts is further emphasized as the poet acknowledges his 
sin ((#p, )+x) and asks God to purge ()+x) him with hyssop so that he will be 
pure (rh+).21 

Th e fi rst step in interpreting this passage is to assess this literal association be-
tween the concept of purifi cation and sin in order to determine if it is true or false. 
In this example, there are two indications of literal falsehood. Th e fi rst requires 
an understanding of ancient purity practices, according to which ritual purifi ca-
tion cannot ameliorate the eff ects of moral impurity or sin. Only the informed 
reader will recognize this error.22 Th e second indication concerns the role of God 
in purifying the individual: God does not and cannot literally or physically wash 
the individual. Such rituals are fi rmly situated in the realm of human practice, as 
indicated by priestly law (e.g., Lev 14:9; 15:5, 8, 11, 18). Both of these points point 
to the metaphorical rather than the literal use of purity language in this psalm.

Having established the use of metaphor in this preliminary way, it is necessary 
to identify the literal meaning of the comparison. What does it mean when the 

tifying the literal meaning and discovering the similarities between the two halves of the 
metaphor (“Metaphor in the Psalms,” 11–19).

18. It is especially signifi cant that Klawans understands the use of purity language in this 
psalm to be metaphorical (Impurity and Sin, 35–36; cf. Neusner, Th e Idea, 13; William P. 
Brown, Seeing the Psalms: A Th eology of Metaphor [Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 
2002], 129–30).

19. Unless otherwise stated, all translations are by S. Haber.
20. [Editor’s note: Th e use of the masculine pronoun refl ects the Hebrew usage and also 

Haber’s view that the biblical psalmist, as well as the Scrolls’ authors, were more likely to 
be men than women. Th is is not to say, however, that women were absent from Qumran. 
On the role of women in Qumran, see Cecilia Wassen, Women in the Damascus Document 
(Leiden: Brill, 2005).] 

21. Th e verb )+x in the piel is used to denote ritual purifi cation of the altar (Lev 8:15; 
Ezek 43:20, 22, 23), the sanctuary (Ezek 45:18), the house of a leper (Lev 14:49, 52), and an 
individual who has touched a corpse (Num 19:19). See BDB 306–7.

22. Th e possibility always exists that the reader will fail to identify the literal level of the 
metaphor, especially if their experience of the phenomena is impoverished (Ryken, “Meta-
phor in the Psalms,” 22–23). With respect to purity metaphors, the likelihood of misinter-
pretation is signifi cantly high, since the concept of ritual purifi cation is quite foreign to the 
modern reader. 
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poet speaks of God purifying him from sin? In this comparison, the verb rh+ is 
the vehicle at the literal level of the metaphor. Th e word evokes images of physi-
cal purifi cation such as ritual bathing or sprinkling with hyssop to remove corpse 
contamination. Th e metaphor articulates the experience of washing away ritual 
impurity as was the custom in ancient Israel and early Judaism. It is this literal 
meaning that is transferred from vehicle to topic in the process of interpreting the 
metaphor. 

Th e third step in interpreting the metaphor is to evaluate the similarities be-
tween the vehicle, rh+, and the topic, )+x. According to Klawans, the concern of 
this passage is not with any supposed ritual impurity of the sinner, nor is there any 
indication that ritual purifi cation eff ectively alleviates moral defi lement.23 Rather, 
the image of purifi cation is being used metaphorically to illustrate that it is God 
himself who washes away (i.e., atones for) the sins of the individual. In his view, Ps 
51:4–9 and other similar passages should be understood as follows: 

Th e hope expressed is that full atonement from sin could prove to be as easy a 
matter as purifi cation from ritual impurity. Just as, say, a person who touches the 
carcass of an impure animal can purify himself or herself quickly and completely, 
so too does the sinner and prophet hope that God will eff ect atonement quickly 
and completely.24 

Psalm 51:4–9 therefore illustrates how purity language is used metaphorically 
to equate an individual’s physical purifi cation from ritual impurity with God’s 
atonement of the individual from sin. 

It should be recognized, however, that not all purity metaphors off er such a 
vivid depiction of purifi cation nor is the metaphorical level as easily perceived and 
analyzed. Yet in all cases there is at least one set of common and easily identifi ed 
elements: the association among (1) ritual impurity and sin; (2) ritual purity and 
righteousness; and/or (3) purifi cation and atonement. 

Purity Metaphors in the Hodayot

Th e poetic compositions gathered in the Hodayot demonstrate considerable 
diversity in both form and content. Certain unifying themes, however, can be dis-
cerned.25 First, these poems focus on God and his attributes as seen in relation to 
humankind. Emphasis is placed on God’s eternal plan and fi nal judgment. Second, 
the larger framework of the psalms is one of thanksgiving, as the psalmist ex-
presses gratitude to God for deliverance from sin, distress, and evildoers. Finally, 
the poetry uses dichotomous language to discuss God/human beings, life/death, 
and salvation/damnation. 

Th e intriguing use of purity language in the Hodayot can be understood within 

23. See Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 22–31.
24. Ibid., 36.
25. For a summary of the central thrust of these psalms, see Bonnie Kittel, Th e Hymns of 

Qumran: Translation and Commentary (SBLDS 50; Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1981), 12.
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this larger thematic framework. Th e image of purifi cation metaphorically de-
scribes God’s power to eff ect atonement, and at the same time it emphasizes the 
impurity and sin of the individual. Purity language serves to express the psalmist’s 
view of God as the source of purifi cation/atonement for the impure/sinful human 
being.26 

Th e verb rh+, purify 

Seven passages in the Hodayot describe God as purifying the individual.27 In our 
fi rst example, God’s (“your”) holy spirit (K#dwq xwr) is the agent of atonement:

 xwrb ynrh+l [d(]l [Kd]b( M( Kyd[sh] Myl#hl [yb] httn r#) xwrb Kynp hlx)w

K#dwq

I have appeased your face by the spirit which you have placed [in me] in order to 
complete your [kind]ness with [your] serv[ant] for[ever], to purify me with your 
holy spirit. . . . (1QHa VIII, 19–20)

Th e metaphorical use of purity language in this text is similar to that found in 
Ps 51, in that both texts associate purifi cation with atonement. Th is similarity has 
led some scholars to posit a direct connection between the psalm and this Ho-
dayot passage. Holm-Nielsen speculates that the expression of purifi cation found 
in 1QHa VIII, 19–20 “may, though need not, be an expression which has arisen out 
of a combination of Ps. 51:4 and 51:13.”28 Klawans, on the other hand, argues that 
the purifi cation imagery in the Hodayot is undoubtedly based in scripture and that 
1QHa VIII, in particular, takes much of its inspiration from Ps 51.29 He does, how-
ever, concede that the image of God as purifying the sinner is much more frequent 
in the Hodayot than in the Psalms.30 

A similar image occurs in 1QHa XIX, 30–31: 

hwq) hkydshlw hkbw+l ytlxy r#)k hktqdcb ynrh+w hktm)b hkdb( #pn xm#

Gladden the soul of your servant with your truth and purify me with your justice, 
since I have trusted in your goodness and I have hoped in your kindness.

Whereas in column VIII the agent of God’s purifi cation is his holy spirit, here 
it is God’s justice (hktqdc) that eff ects atonement. In both cases the psalmist 
uses metaphorical language to describe God’s redemptive action. Neither passage 
makes explicit reference to sin, yet it is clear from the context of each that the 
psalmist is referring to a form of inner purifi cation or atonement.

26. Kittel indicates that there is a contrast between purity and sin that is characteristic 
of the Hodayot (Hymns, 12). I would suggest, however, that the relationship between these 
two phenomena is much more complex. 

27. See also the restored 1QHa IX, 32 and XII, 37.
28. Svend Holm-Nielsen, Hodayot: Psalms from Qumran (Acta theologica Danica 2; 

Århus, Denmark: Universitetsforlaget, 1960), 240.
29. Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 85.
30. Th is imagery only appears in Ps 51. 
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A third text, 1QHa XIV, 8, refers to the object of purifi cation as opposed to the 
agent of purifi cation:

hm#)m rh+hl Mqqztw

You will refi ne them to purify them of guilt.

Here the connection between purifi cation and sin is explicit.31 
Similarly in 1QHa XI, 21–22:

ynb td( M( dxyb )wblw My#dwq )bc M( dm(mb bcythl br (#pm htrh+ hw(n xwrw

Mym#

Th e twisted spirit you have purifi ed from great transgression so that he can take a 
place with the host of the holy ones in order to enter together with the congrega-
tion of the sons of heaven. 

A further example is found in 1QHa XV, 29–30:

Nwmhbw hkbw+ bwrb Mhy(#pm Mrh[+]l hkynpl twxylsb 

)ybt

 hktm) ynb lwkw

hkym[x]r

All the sons of your truth /you bring/ to forgiveness before you, you pu[ri]fy 
them from their transgressions by the greatness of your goodness, and by the 
abundance of your com[pas]sion.

In these latter two examples, the use of the root (#p to denote sin may be es-
pecially signifi cant in that it signifi es “a willful, knowledgeable violation of a norm 
or standard.”32 Th e sins for which God eff ects atonement are not mere inadverten-
cies or mistakes, but deliberate violations of the law. It is only by virtue of God’s 
goodness and compassion that the sinner receives purifi cation from such fl agrant 
sin. Th is point is emphasized in 1QHa XIX, 10–11, in which increasingly strong 
language is used to describe human transgression:

l(m tm#)w hdn twb(wt lwkm hkl #dqthl (#pm #wn) htrh+ hkdwbk N(mlw

For the sake of your glory, you have purifi ed man from transgression, so that he 
can make himself holy for you from every abomination of impurity and guilt of 
sacrilege. 

In the Hebrew Bible, the term hb(wt is used in connection with the most egre-
gious sins: sexual sin, idolatry, and bloodshed.33 In the Qumran corpus, however, 

31. In this verse, the vehicle is rh+hl, while the topic is hm#). Th e use of the feminine 
noun hm#), rather than the masculine M#), emphasizes the abstract nature of the topic, 
thereby emphasizing the metaphorical nature of the statement. 

32. Robin C. Cover, “Sin,” ABD on CD-ROM. Version 2.0c. 1995, 1996; cf. BDB, “(#p,” 
832–33. 

33. Signifi cantly, the term hb(wt is never used in association with ritual impurity. See 
Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 26.
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the terms hb(wt and hdn are both used more generally to refer to grave sin.34 Th e 
term l(m, sacrilege, indicates a serious sin perpetrated against God.35 Taken to-
gether, these terms emphasize the gravity of human sin. In the worldview of the 
psalmist, God eff ects atonement for even the worst of sins, so that the sinner can 
make himself “holy” in the face of his “unholy” actions. 

1QHa XIII, 15–16 off ers a vivid description of the purifi cation process:

y#(mb bh[zk P]rcmb wh)ybtw Nwyb)b htlph Md) ynb dgnl 

yb

 hkrybgh N(mlw

Myt(b# rh+l Myxpwn rwkb qqwzm Pskkw #)

And in order to confi rm your might /through me/ before the sons of Adam, you 
did wonders with the poor, you caused him to come into the cruci[ble like g]old 
to be worked by fi re, and like refi ned silver in the furnace of the smiths to be 
purifi ed seven times. 

Here the psalmist compares God’s purifi cation of the individual to the seven-fold 
procedures by which silver is refi ned. In emphasizing the arduousness of the task, 
the psalmist not only points to the severity of human impurity/sin, but also draws 
attention to the nature of God as the divine source of purifi cation/atonement. 

Th e noun hdn, impurity

As shown, the passages that describe God’s purifi cation of the individual pre-
sume God’s abundant goodness in eff ecting atonement in contrast to the impurity 
and sinfulness of the human condition. Th is comparison between God and human 
beings is further emphasized in passages in which the term hdn is used to highlight 
the impurity of the individual:36 

yt[klh tm)] dwsmw ytllwgth hdnb yk

Because I wallowed in impurity and I walked from the foundation [of truth] . . . 
(1QHa IV, 19)

In this verse, the psalmist portrays himself as straying from God’s truth. Th e 
use of the refl exive verb wallowed (ytllwgth) emphasizes the individual’s own re-
sponsibility for sinful acts. Such deeds have serious consequences:

[ . . . ] hlkw (gn y+p#mw Myywlxtl hdn y#(m

Deeds of impurity lead to illnesses and judgments of affl  iction and destruction 
[ . . . ]. (1QHa XXI bottom, 16)

34. Ibid., 70.
35. According to Milgrom, there are two subcategories of l(m in the priestly source: 

(1) an unintentional trespass, either real or suspected, against divine property—usually 
temple sancta (Lev 5:14–19), and (2) a deliberate transgression against the Name of the 
Deity, in the form of an oath violation (Lev 5:20–26). Jacob Milgrom, Cult and Conscience: 
Th e Asham and the Priestly Doctrine of Repentance (SJLA 18; Leiden: Brill, 1976), 16–21.

36. Cf. Lev 19:11, above; 4Q428 X, 4. 



102 “They Shall Purify Themselves”

Sinfulness may therefore result in physical malady.37 
More extreme imagery is used in passages in which the psalmist imagines him-

self as a source of impurity: 

xwr h)+xh hnbmw Nww(h rwk hdnh rwqmw hwr(h

But, as for me, I am a creature of clay and a kneading of water, a foundation of 
shame and a source of impurity, a smelting pot of iniquity and a building of sin, 
a spirit of error that is twisted without understanding, which is terrifi ed by righ-
teous judgments. (1QHa IX, 22)

[ . . . Mym] lbgmw rp( ywqm Nwlq twr(w hdn rwqml ytcr[wq rmxmw yt]xql rp(m yn)w

But, as for me, from dust I am tak[en] and from clay I am fo[rmed] to be a source 
of impurity and disgraceful shame, a pile of dust mixed with [water . . . ]. (1QHa 
XX, 24–25)

Th e above passages are explicit in their description of the lowly state of the 
human condition. While the psalmist here portrays himself as a source of impu-
rity, in other passages (e.g., IV, 19 above) he indicates that God is the source of 
truth.

Th e adjective )m+, defi led

Finally, we turn to 1QHa XIV, 20–21:38

lb Cyrpw )m+w lr(w hb [wkly r#) hk#d]wq Krdb Mhykrdm ly(whl Mtywc l) ht)w

hnrbw(y

And you, God, commanded them to profi t away from their ways, [walking] in 
the way of [your] hol[iness]. Th e uncircumcised, the impure, the violent, do not 
traverse it.

Here the participle )m+ is used to describe those who do not follow God’s path. 
In the context of this text, the defi led are associated with two other groups: the 
uncircumcised, who are thereby excluded from the covenant between God and Is-
rael, and the violent, who are excluded from the community of Israel.39 By associa-
tion, we may suggest that the )m+ are being excluded, not because of any physical 

37. Th e relationship between impurity/sin and illness in the Dead Sea Scrolls is not 
entirely clear. Cecilia Wassen proposes a connection between evil spirits and impurity/sin 
in which (1) sin makes people vulnerable to evil forces and (2) evil forces cause people to 
sin. She also suggests that evil spirits were associated with illnesses and physical defects and 
could even intrude upon the body to spread disease. See Cecilia Wassen, “Common De-
monology and Rules of Exclusion in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in Common Judaism Explored: 
Second Temple Judaism in Context (ed. W. McCready and A. Reinhartz; Minneapolis: For-
tress, 2008).

38. Cf. 4Q429 IV, I, 9.
39. Th ose who commit violent acts such as murder are subject to the punishment of trk, 

extirpation from the community.
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impurity, but because they, like the uncircumcised and the violent, are sinners who 
do not walk in the way of God’s holiness.

Summary

Th e use of purity metaphors in the Hodayot is fairly straightforward and con-
sistent. Purifi cation is associated with atonement, and God is seen as the agent of 
purifi cation. Rhetorically, the passages contrast God—the foundation of truth and 
wondrous deeds —with human beings—a source of impurity/sin. 

Purity Metaphors in 1QS

In 1QS the use of purity language is much more complex than in the Hodayot. 
Purity terminology is frequently used in a literal sense to denote the pure food of 
the community as Mybr trh+ (e.g,. VI, 25; VII, 3) or #dwqh y#n) trh+ (e.g., V, 
13; VIII, 17). At other times, however, the usage is clearly metaphorical, as in the 
following passage: 

wr#b ymktm hlw( xwr lwk Mthl #y) ynbm wl qqzy rbg y#(m lwk wtm)b l) rrby z)w

rq# twb(wt lwkm hdn ymk tm) xwr wyl( zyw h(#r twlyl( lwkm #dwq xwrb wrh+lw

hdn xwrb llwgthw

Th en God will cleanse with his truth all the deeds of man, and he will refi ne for 
himself from the sons of man, in order to destroy all spirit of deceit from the in-
nermost part of his fl esh, and to purify him with the spirit of holiness from all 
wicked deeds. He will sprinkle upon him the spirit of truth like waters of purifi ca-
tion (to purify him) from all the abominations of deception and from wallowing 
in a spirit of impurity. (1QS IV, 20–22) 

As in the Hodayot, here God eff ects atonement for the sinner by purifying him 
or her with his spirit of truth, so that he or she will no longer wallow in a spirit 
of impurity. We may observe, however, that there is a much less restrained and 
much more consistent use of purity language in this text than in the Hodayot pas-
sages. God is envisioned as sprinkling the spirit of truth on the individual in much 
the same way as the hdn ym, waters of purifi cation, are sprinkled on the ritually 
impure.40 

1QS XI provides another example in which God eff ects atonement for sin:

#wn) tdnm ynrh+y wtqdcbw ytwnww( lwk d(b rpky wbw+ bwrbw yn+p# wtm) tqdcb

Md) ynb t)+xw

In the justice of his truth he will judge me, and in his abundant goodness he shall 
atone for all my iniquities, and in his justice he shall purify me from the impurity 
of man and from the sin of the sons of man. (XI, 14–15)

40. Th e technical term hdn ym is used in the Hebrew Bible to refer to the waters that are 
made from red heifer ashes and sprinkled on the individual who has contracted corpse 
impurity (Num 19:21).
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Here the author uses the language of atonement and sin to describe God’s ac-
tion. God literally atones (rpk) for the sins (twnww() of the individual. At the same 
time, he purifi es (rh+) the individual from impurity of man (#wn) tdn) and from 
the sin of the sons of man (Md) ynb t)+x). It is important to emphasize that there 
is no semantic error or literal falsehood in the notion that God eff ects atonement 
for human sin. Moreover, the idea that God “purifi es” human impurity does not 
have the same fi gurative force as the imagery of divine purifi cation from sin. In 
this passage God performs two separate but related actions: he atones for sin and 
purifi es impurity. Th e parallel structure of the text points to the relationship be-
tween these two activities.

Th e most extensive use of purity language in 1QS may be found in 1QS III, 
4–9, which describes sanctions against those who decline entrance into the 
community:

)wlw twrhnw Mymyk #dqty )wlw hdn ymb rh+y )wlw Myrwpkb hkzy )wl b#xty )wl

dxyb rsyth ytlbl l) y+p#mb ws)wm ymwy lwk hyhy )m+ )m+ Cxr ym lwkb rh+y

twrbw byyxh rw)b +ybhl wtwnww( lwk wrpwky #y) ykrd l) tm) tc( xwrb )yk wtc(

twn(bw wt+x rpwkt h{t}wn(w r#wy xwrbw wtwnww( lwkm rh+y wtm)b dxyl h#wdq

wym(p Nykhyw ykwd ymb #dqthlw hdn ymb xwzhl wr#b rh+y l) yqwx lwkl w#pn

Mymt tklhl

He shall not be cleansed with atonement, and he shall not be purifi ed with waters 
of purifi cation, and he shall not sanctify himself with seas and rivers, and he shall 
not be purifi ed with all the waters of ablution. Impure, impure he shall be all the 
days of his rejection of the judgments of God, so as not to be disciplined in the 
community of his council, because it is with the spirit of the council of God’s 
truth that are atoned the paths of man, all his iniquities, so that he may look upon 
the light of life. And by the holy spirit of the community, in its truth he may be 
purifi ed from all his iniquities. And with an upright and humble spirit, his sin will 
be atoned. And by the humbling of his soul to all the statutes of God his fl esh shall 
be purifi ed by sprinkling with waters of purifi cation and by sanctifying himself 
with waters of repentance. 

Th is passage diff ers signifi cantly from the previous texts in that the actions are 
not of divine origin, but are performed in the human realm. Th ere are two issues 
of concern. First, the outsider may not be physically purifi ed (rh+) with waters of 
purifi cation (hdn ym) or ablution (Cxr ym), nor can he or she be sanctifi ed by any 
natural sources of water.41 Second, the text indicates that the individual remains 
morally impure ()m+ )m+) as long as he or she rejects the judgments of God, since 
the human sins (twnww() can be atoned (rpk) only through the council of God’s 
truth. In the Hebrew Bible, the term )m+ is used to refer to both ritual (e.g., Lev 
12:2; 13:3, 8, 15; 15:4, 18, 25) and moral impurity (e.g., Lev 18:20, 23; 19:31). Th ere 
is no metaphorical use of purity language here. Rather, the individual exists in a 

41. As Himmelfarb points out, there are no biblical parallels for the terms hdn ym or ym 

Cxr. See Martha Himmelfarb, “Impurity and Sin in 4QD, 1QS, and 4Q512,” DSD 8, no. 1 
(2001): 30.



105Metaphor and Meaning in the Dead Sea Scrolls

morally impure state as a consequence of sin. Such moral impurity can only be 
eliminated through repentance and atonement. 

As shown, the text begins by drawing a clear distinction between physical pu-
rifi cation on the one hand and repentance/atonement on the other hand. Yet as 
the passage continues, the boundaries between these two activities become blurry. 
Th e pivotal point is found in vv. 7–8. Here the holy spirit of the community is 
envisioned as purifying (rh+) the outsider from sin (twnww(). Th is is followed by a 
description of the two-step process by which the outsider may gain entrance into 
the community: by humbling his or her spirit and repenting, thereby atoning for 
the sin. Subsequently, the fl esh can be purifi ed with the waters of purifi cation. 

A similar relationship between repentance and physical purifi cation is ex-
pressed in 1QS V, 13–14: 

)m+ )yk Mt(rm wb# M) yk wrh+y )wl )yk #dwqh y#n) trh+b t(gl Mymb )wby l)

wrbd yrbw( lwkb

He should not go into the waters to touch the pure food of the men of holiness, 
for they are not purifi ed unless they turn away from their wickedness, for he is 
impure among all the transgressors of his word. 

For Klawans, “it is not enough to say that atonement is the precondition for 
purifi cation, because that formulation obscures the fact that for the sectarians, 
both requirements are necessary and neither alone is suffi  cient.”42 He argues con-
vincingly that both outsiders and backsliding insiders are required to atone and 
purify themselves before being (re-)admitted into the community. Atonement and 
purifi cation are mutually dependent conditions. 

In these passages, the association between atonement and ritual purity must 
be understood on a literal rather than a metaphorical level.43 Th ere are no seman-
tic inconsistencies either in the notion of human repentance and physical puri-
fi cation, or in the idea that God atones for the sins of the repentant sinner. Th e 
close association of repentance/atonement and physical purifi cation in 1QS does, 
however, represent an innovation not found in the biblical text. Underlying this 
relationship is the unique idea that the sinner is somehow ritually impure and 
vice-versa. One passage from 1QS clearly articulates this view:

M{w}nwh lwkb )m+w wynpl hdnl Mhy#(m lwkw lbtm dym#y wrbd yc)nm lwkw

And all those who scorn his word he shall annihilate from the world, and all their 
deeds are for impurity before him and their property is impure. (1QS V, 19–20)

Th e outsider is portrayed as a sinner whose deeds are morally impure. In addition, 
the outsider’s belongings are viewed as being contaminated by what could only be 
a form of ritual impurity. 

42. Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 86.
43. Contra Himmelfarb (“Impurity and Sin,” 34), who suggests that “P’s technical ter-

minology fi gures prominently in the hortatory passages of 1QS, but it has been given new 
meaning in metaphors for sin and repentance.”
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1QS uses purity language both metaphorically and literally. On the metaphor-
ical level, both God and the holy spirit of the community eff ect atonement for 
the sinner. On a literal level, purity and atonement are viewed as interdependent 
activities. 

Conclusion

Th e Hodayot and 1QS exhibit diff erent patterns with regard to their use of pu-
rity language. In the Hodayot, purity language is consistently metaphorical. Th e 
verb rh+ is always used in connection with God’s atonement/purifi cation of the 
sinner, and the noun hdn as well as the participle )m+ are used to emphasize the 
egregious nature of human sin. Th is usage implies that, for the psalmist, human-
ity is the quintessential source of impurity/sin, while God is an eternal source of 
truth.

In 1QS, purity language is used both metaphorically and literally. Metaphori-
cally, the verb rh+ indicates atonement of the individual by God or the holy spirit 
of the community. Yet, the same verb also expresses the act of physical purifi cation 
required of the individual. Furthermore, the presence of purity language as well 
as terms related to atonement (rpk) and sin (Nww() within the same passage does 
not necessarily imply the presence of metaphor. 1QS posits an interdependence 
between moral and ritual impurity in 1QS. As a result, both repentance and ritual 
purifi cation are required for entrance into the community.

II. Community as Temple?

As we have seen, 1QS—the Rule of the Community—uses purity language both 
metaphorically and literally and therefore describes not only the worldview but 
also the practice of the Qumran community. Th at is, entrance into the community 
required both repentance and ritual purifi cation. If so, what are the implications 
for the community’s self-understanding? Some scholars have provided an answer 
to this question by arguing that the yahad saw itself not only as a holy community 
but as the replacement for the temple in Jerusalem, which in its view had become 
hopelessly corrupt and therefore no longer pure. Th e question is whether this is 
the most convincing interpretation of 1QS itself. 

Th e Rule of the Community contains regulations that pertain exclusively to the 
sectarian community and its members. It describes the laws and theological ratio-
nale governing contemporary community life in a time regarded by its members 
as eschatological, but pre-messianic.44 For the most part, the rules are not based 
on biblical law,45 and the historical connection to biblical Israel is absent.46 If 1QS 

44. J. H. Charlesworth, ed., Th e Dead Sea Scrolls: Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek Texts with 
English Translations (6 vols.; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1994), 1:2.

45. J. M. Baumgarten, “Sacrifi ce and Worship among the Jewish Sectarians of the Dead 
Sea Scrolls,” in Studies in Qumran Law (Leiden: Brill, 1977), 46.

46. E. J. Christiansen, Th e Covenant in Judaism and Paul (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 147–51.
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does not describe the historical development of the community, neither does it 
explicitly mention the temple or suggest that it had been defi led.47 

Yet the community’s reverence for the cultic institution, and its critique of the 
temple cult as being corrupt, has led some scholars to argue that the yahad—as the 
community refers to itself in 1QS—regarded itself as a temple, and perhaps even as 
a permanent replacement for the Jerusalem temple. Based on texts such as 1QS V, 
5–7; VIII, 4–11; IX, 3–6; and CD III, 18–IV, 12,48 scholars point to the description 
of the community in terms of temple language, the references to the yahad as a 
“priestly” community, the importance of atonement, and the use of cultic language 
to describe the worship of the community. 

Central to the community-as-temple argument is the observation that 1QS 
uses temple imagery metaphorically to refer to the community. Th is observation 
is correct, as this identifi cation meets the criteria that we have already examined. 
Aft er all, the community—a collectivity of people—is not literally a temple, that is, 
a building of stone and other materials. Second, the comparison between commu-
nity and temple holds true with respect to purity requirements: purity is necessary 
for initiation into the community just as it is for physical entry into the temple, and 
it is a precondition for participation in the cultic activities that take place in the 
temple. Perhaps, then, Gärtner is correct in stating that the language of these texts 
expresses symbolism of the temple and “provides clear evidence of the idea of the 
community as a replacement for the offi  cial temple.” 49

As we shall see, however, a metaphorical reading of the temple imagery does 
not necessary lead to the conclusion that the community saw itself as a replace-
ment for the Jerusalem temple. 

We begin with a key text, 1QS VIII, 4–11: 

l)r#yb hl) twyhb t(h Nwktbw tm)h tdm{.}b lwk M( Klhthlw Prcm trcw 4.

#dwq dwsw l)r#yl #dwq tyb Mlw( t(

+

m

l

    {.} tm)b dxyh tc({h} hnwkn 5.

b#hlw Cr)h d(b rpkl Nwcr yr

y

x{y}bw +p#ml tm) yd( Nwrh)l My#dwq 6.

47. Baumgarten, “Sacrifi ce and Worship,” 48.
48. Other secondary texts that are sometimes cited include 1QpHab XII, 3–4, 4QpIsad, 

and especially 4QFlor I, 1–7. Th e latter text is of particular interest because it makes refer-
ence to a miqdaš temple. However, even scholars who advocate the community-as-temple 
premise reject 4QFor I, 1–7 as a supporting text. See D. R. Schwartz, “Th e Th ree Temples 
of 4Q Florilegium,” RevQ 10 (1979–81): 83–92. Th is discussion will be confi ned to the texts 
found in 1QS and CD.

49. B. Gärtner, Th e Temple and the Community in Qumran and the New Testament 
(SNTSMS 1; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965), 22. [Editor’s note: Others who 
express a similar view include Joseph M. Baumgarten, “Sacrifi ce and Worship among the 
Jewish Sectarians of the Dead Sea (Qumran) Scrolls,” HTR 46, no. 3 (1953): 141–59; Mi-
chael A. Knibb, Th e Qumran Community (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 
130–31; Hannah K. Harrington, Th e Purity Texts (London: T & T Clark, 2004), 38. Jodi 
Magness states that the community saw itself as a substitute for the temple but that there 
is no evidence that animal sacrifi ces were performed (Th e Archaeology of Qumran and the 
Dead Sea Scrolls [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002], 119).]
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lb rqy tnp yxbh tmwx h)yh                   Mlwmg My(#rl 7.

My#dwq #dwq Nw(m          Mmwqmm w#yxy lbw 

whytwdwsy

 w(z(dzy 8.

l)r#yb tm)w Mymt tybw xwtyn 

xyr

 byrqlw +p#m tyrbl (Mlw() Mlwk t(db Nwrh)l 9.

Mymxb} h(#r Mp#m Cwrxlw Cr)h d(b rpkl Nwcrl wyhw

 Mly( t

wq{.}xl tyrb {...} Mqhl 10.
Krd Mymtb Mymy Mytn# dxyh dwsyb hl) Nwkhb 

hlw( Ny)w {Krd

#y)l w)cmt l)r#ym rtsn

d

 rbd lwkw dxyh y#n) tc( Kwtb #dwq 

wldny 11.

(4b) . . . When these exist in Israel, (5) the council of the community shall be es-
tablished in truth as an eternal plant; a house of holiness for Israel and a most 
holy assembly (6) for Aaron, witnesses of truth for the judgment and chosen by 
the will (of God), to atone on behalf of the land and return to (7) the wicked their 
reward. It shall be the tested wall and the precious cornerstone, whose founda-
tion shall neither (8) shake nor stir from their place. (Th ey shall be) a most holy 
dwelling (9) for Aaron, with complete knowledge of the covenant of justice, and 
it shall off er a pleasing odor; and it shall be a house of perfection and truth in 
Israel (10) that they may establish the covenant according to the eternal statutes. 
And they shall be accepted to atone on behalf of the land and to determine the 
judgment of wickedness; and there shall be no more injustice. When these have 
been established in the fundamental principles of the community for two years 
in perfection of way, (11) they shall be set apart as holy within the council of the 
men of the community.50 

According to Gärtner, the identifi cation of the two distinct groups, Israel and 
Aaron, is commonly found in passages pertaining to the organization of the com-
munity and corresponds to the laity and the priests respectively. 51 Gärtner views 
these identifi cations also as references to the two most important rooms in the 
temple: a “holy place for Israel” and “the holy of holies” for Aaron.52 Together, 
these two groups comprise a “new” temple, that is, a community in which re-
sides the holiness that formerly inhered in the Jerusalem temple. In the context of 
this explanation, the architectural imagery, which describes the community as a 
“tested wall” and a “precious cornerstone,” is also suggestive. 

Th is reading of 1QS requires two interpretive moves: the identifi cation of the 
community/temple language as metaphorical and the ascription of literal meaning 
to the metaphor. According to this view, the community is not literally a temple 
building, but it literally saw itself as a locus of purity and worship that replaced the 

50. 1QS translations are by Susan Haber or adapted by Haber from M. A. Knibb, Th e 
Qumran Community (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987).

51. Gärtner, Th e Temple, 22–30.
52. Gärtner renders #dwq tyb as “holy place” and My#dwq #dwq as “holy of holies” (ibid., 

29). It is not clear which area of the temple Gärtner is designating as the “holy place for 
Israel.” Th e court of the (ordinary, male) Israelites was the area accessible to Israel and is the 
“room” that is most likely represented in Gärtner’s interpretation of the passage. However, 
it was the court of the priests that ranked second in holiness to the holy of holies. See E. P. 
Sanders, Judaism Practice and Belief: 63BCE–66CE (London: SCM Press, 1992), 310–14.
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temple in that regard. It must be noted, however, that 1QS nowhere explicitly re-
fers to the Jerusalem temple nor does it discuss the relationship of the community 
to the temple. Implicit in Gärtner’s theory about the community as replacement 
for the temple is a negative value judgment of the temple itself, as distinct from a 
critique of priestly conduct. Th is value judgment is then ascribed to the yahad.53 

If we do not a priori assume that the community’s rejection of the Jerusalem 
temple and cult underlies this passage, a diff erent metaphorical reading emerges. 
In describing itself as a Nwrh)l My#dwq #dwq dws “most holy assembly for Aaron” 
(VIII, 5–6) and a Nwrh)l My#dwq #dwq Nw(m (“most holy dwelling for Aaron,” VIII, 
8–9), the community may simply be affi  rming its priestly status, as chosen by 
God.54 Th e language implies that the level of holiness usually reserved for the 
priesthood is transferred to this community as a whole. 

Supporting this claim is the use of the noun #dwq, qôdeš, and the adjective 
#wdq, qādôš, in the self-designation of the yahad.55 It is regarded as #dwqh tc( 
“council of holiness” (II, 25; VIII, 21), a #dwq dxy “community of holiness” (IX, 2), 
and a #dwq td( “congregation of holiness” (V, 20). Th e division of the community 
into two distinct groups—“a holy house for Aaron” (IX, 6) and l)r#yl #dwq tyb 
“a house of holiness for Israel” (VIII, 5)—preserves the holiness of the community 
at large, while maintaining the superior status of the priesthood, whose holiness is 
determined both by descent and membership in the community.56 In the hierarchy 
of the community, each and every member possesses a certain level of holiness.57 
Th is holiness extends to both the community and its individual members, indicat-
ing that it is essential to the self-defi nition of the community.

As a holy community, the main purpose of the yahad is to atone for sin:58 

53. [Editor’s note: Jonathan Klawans traces a trend in scholarship on ritual purity and 
the temple that is marked by evolutionism (Purity, Sacrifi ce, and the Temple: Symbolism and 
Supersessionism in the Study of Ancient Judaism [New York: Oxford, 2006], 22 and passim). 
He does not explicitly refer to Gärtner in this regard, but Gärtner’s theory would fi t into an 
evolutionist perspective.]

54. Robert A. Kugler, “Rewriting Rubrics: Sacrifi ce and the Religion of Qumran,” in Re-
ligion in the Dead Sea Scrolls (ed. John J. Collins and Robert A. Kugler; Studies in the Dead 
Sea Scrolls and Related Literature; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 91.

55. J. Naude, “Holiness in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in Th e Dead Sea Scrolls aft er Fift y Years 
(ed. P. W. Flint and J. C Vanderkam; Leiden: Brill, 1999), 2:186–88.

56. D. R. Schwartz, “On Two Aspects of a Priestly View of Descent at Qumran,” in 
Archaeology and History in the Dead Sea Scrolls: Th e New York University Conference in 
memory of Yigael Yadin (ed. Lawrence H. Schiff man; JSPSup 8; JSOT/ASOR Monographs 2; 
Sheffi  eld: JSOT Press, 1990), 157–58. 

57. Evidence that the hierarchy of the community extends to the level of the individual 
can be found in 1QS II, 19–23. Entrance into the covenant during the annual ceremony is 
according to rank, so that “each Israelite may know his standing in God’s Community in 
conformity with an eternal plan.” Cf. 1QS IX, 1–2.

58. See, for example, Kugler, “Rewriting Rubrics,” 91; Christiansen, Th e Covenant, 158; 
Hermann Lichtenberger, “Atonement and Sacrifi ce in the Qumran Community,” in Ap-
proaches to Ancient Judaism (ed. W. S. Green; Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1980), 2:162.
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tm) dswm dsyl h#q Prw(w rcy tlrw( dxyb lwml M))y(k) wrcy tb#xmw yhwny(w 5.
tyrb dxyl l)r#yl

Mhyl( Mywlnhw l)r#yb tm)h tyblw Nwrh)b #dwql Mybdntmh lwkl rpkl Mlw( 6.
+p#mlw byrlw dxyl

lwk dxyl Mps)hb hl)h Myqwxh lwk l( Mhykrd Nwkt hl)w qwx yrbw( lwk (y#rhl 7.
dxyh tc(l )bh

(5) . . . Rather they shall circumcise in the community the foreskin of their incli-
nation and of their stiff  neck to lay a foundation of truth for Israel, for the com-
munity of eternal covenant. (6) To grant atonement for all those who willingly 
off er themselves to holiness in Aaron and to the house of truth in Israel, and 
for those who join them for a community. In lawsuits and judgments (7) they 
shall condemn as guilty all those who transgress the statutes. Th ese are the rules 
of conduct, in accordance with all these statutes, when they are admitted to the 
community. (1QS V, 5–7)59

Th e comparison between the community and the priesthood supports a meta-
phorical reading of temple imagery. Just as the priests in the temple atoned for the 
sins of the people through sacrifi cial rites, so too did the community make expia-
tion through a life of holiness and obedience to the laws of Moses.60 

Th is comparison, however, does not account for the nuances in meaning of the 
root rpk, as it is used in both cultic and noncultic contexts. Th e concept of atone-
ment in the Rule of the Community can be best understood in light of the histori-
cal development of the term rpk, which is most oft en, but not always accurately, 
translated as “atone” or “expiate.” In general, the direction of a word’s development 
is from the concrete to the increasingly abstract. In its early stage, the term kippēr 
is associated with the Arabic kafara (cover) and the Akkadian kuppuru (wipe or 
purge).61 Th e latter term, the Hebrew equivalent of which is kippēr (pi’el), has the 
literal sense of “rubbing off ” or wiping away impurities.62 In a later stage of devel-
opment, however, there is no actual wiping and kippēr is rendered as an abstrac-
tion: purify, purge, or ransom. Impurities caused by sin must be purged in order 
to avert God’s wrath, and it is the sinner who must bear the penalty or provide the 
prescribed ransom or substitute, in order to reconcile with the deity. In its fi nal 

59. Th e community makes atonement for its members (V, 6) and for the land (VIII, 6, 
10), not metaphorically, but literally, as set out by the Rule of the Community. 

60. So Gärtner (Th e Temple, 22–25, 44–45), who takes this association even further 
when he posits the necessity for a substitution for sacrifi ce as a means of atonement in light 
of the perceived desecration of the Jerusalem temple.

61. Superfi cially the two Semitic cognates suggest contradictory notions. However, com-
mon to both is an underlying action of rubbing. In a literal sense, substances may be rubbed 
on or rubbed off . For a thorough analysis of the verb rpk, see J. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16 
(AB 3; New York: Doubleday, 1991), 1079–84; cf. B. Levine, In the Presence of the Lord: A 
Study of Cult and Some Cultic Terms in Ancient Israel (SJLA 5; Leiden: Brill, 1974), 56–77.

62. In the case of the hattāt off ering, the blood of the sacrifi cial animal is literally sprin-
kled on the sancta in order to rub off  the impurities. See Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 1081.
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stage of development, the verb kippēr becomes even more abstract, connoting the 
fi gurative concept “atone” or “expiate.” 

It is in the most abstract sense that the pi’el form of rpk is used in the context of 
1QS. In addition, it can be shown that the grammatical syntax refl ects the unique 
noncultic setting of the sectarians. In the cultic setting, the subject of rpk is most 
oft en a priest, with the direct object being either a contaminated person or a sacred 
place. Outside the cult, however, God is generally the subject of expiation, and the 
direct object is usually a sin.63 

Th is transfer of subject from priest to deity is not as radical as it may seem, 
since even in the cultic texts it is understood that while the priests perform the 
prerequisite rituals, only God has the power to grant expiation. In general, the 
Scrolls place a distinct emphasis on God as the source of atonement. However, in 
the Rule of the Community, only two of the six occurrences64 of the pi’el form of the 
verb rpk (II, 8; XI, 14) conform to the norm cited for noncultic atonement. Th e 
remaining occurrences (V, 6; VIII, 6, 10; IX, 4) require further scrutiny.

In 1QS V, 6, the root rpk occurs in the context of a group of rules governing the 
internal life of the community. Here atonement is personal and concerns the “men 
of the community who willingly off er themselves to turn back from all evil” (1QS 
V, 1) and those “who have willingly off ered themselves to return in the community 
to his covenant” (1QS V, 22). Seemingly, the community is both the subject and 
object of the pi’el infi nitive, rpkl.65 Th e community makes atonement for all who 
freely volunteer (Mybdntmh lwkl) to convert from the evil path and become part of 
the community. Th is personal atonement is achieved through a life of repentance 
and purity. 

Of particular interest is the unusual use of the adjunct preposition l in combi-
nation with a human subject,66 for the construction -l rpk usually means “grant 

63. See Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 1083–84, for a discussion on the grammatical syntax of 
rpk in and outside of the cult.

64. Th e pu’al form of the verb is found in 1QS III, 6, 8. In both occurrences the object is 
the sins of the wayward member of the community. For a tabulation of the usage of rpk in 
the Bible and the Dead Sea Scrolls, see P. Garnet, Salvation and Atonement in the Qumran 
Scrolls (WUNT 2; Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1977), 124–35.

65. Against Garnet (ibid., 60–64), who suggests that God is the most probable subject of 
rpk in V, 6. His argument is based on the support on an early suggestion of W. H. Brown-
lee that the controversial M))w in line 5 is an abbreviation of the divine title Myhwl)h yhwl) 

Mynwd)h ynwd)w “God of gods and Lord of Lords.” See Brownlee, Th e Dead Sea Manual of Dis-
cipline: Translation and Notes (BASORSup 10–12; New Haven, CT: ASOR, 1951), 19, 49–50. 
Alternatively, A. M. Habermann proposed that the fi rst letter be read as a yôd and that a kāp 
be restored in order to render M) )yk. See Megilot midbar Yehudah (Tel-Aviv: Machbaroth 
Lesifrut, 1959), 64, 185. Th is latter recommendation has subsequently been substantiated 
by parallels in 4QSb and 4QSd, both of which read M) yk. See S. Metso, Th e Textual Develop-
ment of the Qumran Community Rule (STDJ 21; Leiden: Brill, 1997), 27, 41.

66. Th e key to understanding the meaning of the pi’el form of the verb rpk may be found 
in its adjunct prepositions. See Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 707; cf. P. Garnet, who attests to 
the rarity of -l rpk when it governs people who are to benefi t from it. In the two passages 
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atonement to,” a function reserved only for God. 67 As stated, “[I]t is by the spirit of 
the council of truth of God that the ways of man are atoned—all of his iniquities” 
(1QS III, 6–7). Th ose who are upright and humble and observe the Law are, by 
defi nition, granted atonement from God: 

rwsl )wlw wytdw(t yd(wml hwc r#)k l) ykrd lwkb Mymt tklhl wym(p Nykhyw

Ny)w lw)m#w Nymy

htyhw l) ynpl xwxyn yrwpkb hcry z) wyrbd lwkm dx) l( dw(cl

Mymlw( dxy tyrbl wl

Let him make ready his steps that he may walk perfectly in all the ways of God 
as he commanded for the appointed times of his testimony, and not turn aside to 
right or left , and not transgress68 any one of all his commandments. Th en he will 
be accepted with pleasing atonement (xwxyn yrwpkb) before God, and it will be for 
him a covenant of an eternal community (Mymlw( dxy tyrbl). (1QS III, 9–12)

It is not the community as such that grants atonement to its individual mem-
bers. Rather, entrance into the community and the acceptance of a life of repen-
tance and purity carry the promise of divine expiation, in accordance with the 
eternal covenant between God and the community.69 In this context, then, the 
usage of rpk in V, 6 is not cultic but covenantal. Th ere are no sacrifi cial rites, only 
an abstract form of personal atonement, rendered by God in the context of a cov-
enantal agreement.

In addition to personal atonement, the community also aspired to eschatologi-
cal expiation.70 Th is too is found in the context of covenant. Th e theme of escha-
tological expiation is most apparent in the framework of the literary unit 1QS 
VIII, 1–IX, 11, in which the community and its boundaries are defi ned. VIII, 1–16 
describes the character of the community; VIII, 16–IX, 2 discusses the rules per-
taining to those who have either deliberately or inadvertently transgressed the cov-
enant of the community; IX, 3–6 describes the mechanism for atonement within 

that he cites (Deut 21:8; Isa 22:14), God is the subject. See Garnet, “Atonement Construc-
tions in the Old Testament and the Qumran Scrolls,” EvQ 46, no. 1 (1974): 155. 

67. Levine, In the Presence, 65–66.
68. Lit. “step on.”
69. Contra Leaney, who follows Mansoor in his suggestion that the root rpk (in 1QH IV, 

37) has a double meaning. When man is the subject, rpk means “to off er repentance”; when 
God is the subject, it means “to forgive.” However, the proposed categories are too simplistic 
and do not take into consideration the nuances of meaning resulting from the various forms 
of the verb in combination with diff erent adjunct prepositions. See A. R. C. Leaney, Th e 
Rule of Qumran and Its Meaning (NTL; Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1966), 132, 168; 
M. Mansoor, Th e Th anksgiving Hymns (Leiden: Brill, 1961), 131.

70. Similarly, B. Nitzan suggests that there are both personal and eschatological aspects 
of repentance (bw#) in the Qumran literature. See Nitzan, “Repentance in the Dead Sea 
Scrolls,” in Th e Dead Sea Scrolls aft er Fift y Years (ed. P. W. Flint and J. C. VanderKam; 2 vols.; 
Leiden: Brill, 1998–99), 2:146–47.
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the covenant; and IX, 7–11 the maintenance of boundaries between those inside 
and outside the community. 

Inside the community, eschatological expiation is achieved by atoning for the 
land (VIII, 6, 10) and rendering judgment (VIII, 10) as well as retribution (VIII, 
6–7) for the wicked. Here the juxtaposition of atonement of the land (d(b rpk 

Cr)h) with the punishment of the wicked makes an important and innovative 
theological statement. Th e construction d(b rpk indicates that expiation is secured 
on behalf of the land.71 Th e community takes on a priestly role in performing the 
prerequisite activities and hence creates the condition that will lead to divinely 
granted expiation. On one hand, the word rpk is used here in a cultic sense: it is 
the holy community that is taking on the priestly role with respect to atonement. 
On the other hand, there is a noncultic aspect to the expiation, in that it is directed 
toward an object contaminated by sin, not a person or sancta.72 

Th e belief that the sins of the wicked pollute the land is reminiscent of the 
priestly theology of H, found in the Hebrew Bible.73 Th e theological innovation 
of 1QS, however, is to associate the priestly category of atonement with that of 
punishment. Th e function of the community is not only to secure expiation on 
behalf of the land, but also to ensure the punishment of those who have sinned 
and caused its defi lement. Th e word rpk is placed in its covenantal context with 
the emphasis on the word tyrb, bĕrît. It is used three times in the literary frame-
work of 8:1–9:11, with the fi nal occurrence referring to the dxyh tyrb “covenant 
of the community.”74 Entrance into the community is synonymous with entrance 
into the covenant;75 in accordance with the covenantal agreement, those accepted 
into the yahad are given the role of atoning for the land and judging the wicked.76 

71. In accordance with the translation of d(b rpk suggested by Levine, In the Presence, 66.
72. When people or objects are dedicated to God, they are said to be holy as designated 

by the root #dq. In 1QS, the land is never referred to as being holy. Hence, it is not con-
sidered sancta and is in no danger of becoming profaned, although it may become defi led, 
that is, rendered impure. For a discussion of the relationship between holy/profane and 
pure/impure, see Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 729–32.

73. H is the priestly strata associated with most of the Holiness Code (Lev 17–27) and 
other insertions in Exodus, Lev 1–16, Numbers, and possibly Genesis. In accordance with 
the theology of H, the land is pure and in danger of being defi led by transgression of the 
commandments. In the case of non-observance of the laws concerning murder, with or 
without intent, it states: “You shall not defi le the land in which you live, in which I Myself 
abide, for I the Lord abide among the Israelite people” (Num 35:34, njps). It is interesting to 
note that the danger to the land is defi lement, and not desecration. In H, the land is never 
referred to as holy. On the purity of the land in H, see J. Joosten, People and Land in the 
Holiness Code (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 178–80. Although the precise content of H is disputed, 
it is most probable that Num 35 is attributed to this source. See I. Knohl, Th e Sanctuary of 
Silence (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 59–110; J. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22 (AB 3A; New 
York: Doubleday, 2000), 1332–44.

74. 1QS VIII, 9, 10, 16–17.
75. Cf. 1QS V, 7–8.
76. Th e text does not give any indication of what it means to “atone for the land.” New-

ton gives a literal interpretation suggesting that the community is atoning for the land on 
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From a theological perspective, acceptance into the covenant marks the bound-
ary between the righteous and the wicked. Th ose who are members of the cov-
enantal community live a life of study and obedience to the law (1QS VIII, 15) as a 
means to atonement, whereas those who remain outside the covenant are sinners 
who ultimately will be punished in the eschatological overthrow of the realm of 
darkness.77 

Th e fourth and fi nal incidence of the pi’el form of rpk is found in the third 
section of the literary unit 1QS VIII, 1–IX, 11 and is concerned with the form of 
atonement:

tm)l #dwq xwr dwsyl hl)h Mynwkth lwkk l)r#yb hl) twyhb      3.

xbz yblxmw twlw( r#bm Cr)l Nwcrlw t)+x l(mw (#p tm#) l( rpkl Mlw( 4.
tmwrtw

y#n) wlydby h)yhh t(b Nwcr txnm tbdnk Krd Mymtw qdc xwxynk +p#ml Mytp# 5.

Mymtb Myklwhh l)r#yl dxy tybw My#dwq #dwq dxyhl Nwrh)l #dwq tyb dxyh 6.

(3) When these exist in Israel, in accordance with these rules;
to establish a holy spirit of eternal truth, 

(4) to atone with respect to guilt of transgression and sacrilege of sin on behalf 
of the land, 

without the fl esh of burnt off erings and without the fats of sacrifi ce.

So that the proper off ering (5) of the lips is like a pleasing (odor of) 
righteousness

and the perfection of way is like an acceptable free-will off ering.
At that time the men of the community shall separate themselves;

which it dwells. He compares the community to the Jerusalem temple, arguing that the 
purpose of atonement is to preserve the community from pollution in order to ensure the 
continued indwelling of the divine presence within the yahad. Th is interpretation, however, 
is problematic in that the text gives no indication of God’s indwelling either within the com-
munity or the land. See Michael Newton, Th e Concept of Purity at Qumran and in the Letters 
of Paul (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 48. Christiansen (Th e Covenant, 
157) opposes Newton’s literal interpretation of the land and based on context insists that 
“land” is a reference to the community. Th is explanation, however, does not take into con-
sideration the eschatological use of the verb rpk in 1QS IX, 4, as compared to the personal 
usage of 1QS V, 6. Sanders accurately places the atonement of the land in its eschatological 
framework when he states that “the Land, like the Temple, was at present being defi led by 
its occupation and use by non-sectarians.” Th e purpose of the exilic community, therefore, 
is to atone for the land in preparation for their future return. See E. P. Sanders, Paul and 
Palestinian Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977), 302–3. Although the land of Israel is not 
central to the theology of the community as it was to biblical Israel, the theology is not dis-
similar to that of H (cf. Lev 26:43).

77. Christiansen (Th e Covenant, 156–58) notes that in the conceptual world of the 
community, the eschatological process had already commenced with the formation of the 
community.
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(6) a holy house for Aaron for the community of the most holy
and a house of community for Israel for those who walk in perfection. (1QS IX, 

3–6).

Th e phrase t)+x l(mw (#p tm#) l( rpkl indicates that the atonement of the 
community is with respect to sin.78 When the object of rpk is sin and the subject 
God, the context is usually noncultic. However, the expression of atonement is 
suggestive of a cultic context with respect to both the priestly role of the commu-
nity and the cultic language used to describe the sin.79 Of particular signifi cance 
is the word l(m, which is commonly translated as “sacrilege.” In a cultic context, 
l(m is strictly defi ned as a transgression against God in the form of a violation of 
sancta. In the later biblical priestly writings, however, the meaning of the word l(m 
is expanded to connote any transgression of the commandments.80 

Th is expanded meaning is most explicit in the execration text (Lev 26:14–45) of 
the Holiness Code, where non-observance of the commandments is equated with 
breaking the covenant (v. 15) and is therefore called a l(m against God (v. 40).81 
Signifi cantly, sin results in exile to the land of one’s enemies (vv. 38–41), but atone-
ment in exile results in God remembering the land (v. 41).82 

Similarly, in 1QS IX, 4 the atonement of the exilic community, with respect to 
transgressions of the covenant, is credited toward the land. In keeping with the 
utilization of cultic terminology, the term Nwcr should be interpreted according to 
its priestly usage:83 the act of atonement is “on behalf of ” or “for” the land—not 
“of ” the land. Hence, the usage of rpk in 1QS IX, 4 is similar to that of 1QS VIII, 6 

78. For a thorough discussion of l( rpk, see Levine, In the Presence, 63–67.
79. hm#) may refer to wrongdoing or guiltiness, whereas the M#) is the guilt off ering 

that makes expiation for specifi c types of sin. Similarly the feminine noun t)+x refers to a 
sin or sin off ering.

80. On the meaning of l(m, see J. Milgrom, Cult and Conscience: Th e Asham and the 
Priestly Doctrine of Repentance (SJLA 18; Leiden: Brill, 1976), 16–35; Knohl, Sanctuary, 
184.

81. Knohl, in Sanctuary, asserts that in H “even a general violation of the command-
ments is called l(m as it contains an element of violation of the bĕrît.” In addition, it is 
interesting to note other similarities between the covenant in 1QS and that of H: both have 
priestly content, cultic language, and references to the land. It is important to recognize 
that these elements are not unique to the Rule of the Community and may be rooted in the 
priestly strata of the Hebrew Bible, especially H and its fi nal redactor HR, the latter of which 
is dated to the end of the Babylonian exile. A full comparison of the covenantal theology 
of 1QS and H is beyond the scope of this essay but may be worthy of further research. On 
covenant in H, see Joosten, People and Land, 112–18; on HR, see Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 
1439–43.

82. Although the land is oft en personifi ed in the biblical text, this is the only instance in 
which God is said to remember the land. B. Levine, Th e JPS Torah Commentary: Leviticus 
(Philadelphia: JPS, 1989), 191.

83. Th e priestly usage of the term Nwcr indicates God’s acceptance of an off ering, usually 
on behalf of the person who makes the sacrifi ce: “You shall not off er any that has a defect, 
for it will not be accepted in your favor (Mkl hyhy Nwcrl)” (Lev 22:20, njps); cf. Lev 1:3; 19:5; 
22:19, 21, 29; 23:11. See Levine, Leviticus, 6; Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1619–20; BDB 953.



116 “They Shall Purify Themselves”

and 10 in that all three instances involve the community atoning on behalf of the 
land, in the context of covenant.

Th e interpretation of 1QS IX, 4–5 is decisive for our understanding of atone-
ment within the community. Th e preposition “[N]m” in the phrase yblxmw twlw( r#bm 
xbz can be rendered in three diff erent ways.84 First, it can be interpreted as “by 
means of,”85 indicating that atonement is achieved through animal sacrifi ce. Th is 
translation, however, is problematic in that it does not account for the parallelism 
of the two clauses that follow. Second, Nm can be read as a comparative marker, 
implying that the atonement of the community is more eff ective than cultic sacri-
fi ce.86 Th is rendering had led some to the conclusion that the community partici-
pated in a “spiritual”87 form of sacrifi ce as implied by the use of cultic language in 
what follows: Nwcr txnm tbdnk Krd Mymtw qdc xwxynk +p#ml Mytp# tmwrtw. Th e 
community’s “off ering of the lips” replaces the off ering on the altar of God, and 
the sectarian lifestyle88 is a replacement for acceptable sacrifi ce. Th e diffi  culty with 
this interpretation is twofold. First, it assumes the need for a replacement in a liter-
ary context that does not explicitly condemn cultic rites, either in principle or in 
polemic against the Jerusalem temple. Second, the introduction of the ambiguous 
term “spiritual” in reference to the community or its religious practice does noth-
ing to clarify the meaning of the text.89

Th e third way is to understand the preposition Nm as a privative marker,90 sug-

84. For an analysis of 1QS 9:4–5, see Lichtenberger, “Atonement at Qumran,” 161–62.
85. So P. Wernberg-Møller, Th e Manual of Discipline: Translated and Annotated with an 

Introduction (STDJ 1; Leiden: Brill, 1957), 35; cf. Gärtner, Th e Temple, 29.
86. So Brownlee, Dead Sea Manual, 34; Baumgarten, “Sacrifi ce and Worship,” 47.
87. Gärtner (Th e Temple, 19, 29, 34, 44) contends that the sacrifi ces of the Jerusalem 

temple have been replaced by the “spiritual” sacrifi ces of the community. G. Klinzing, how-
ever, rejects the idea of spiritualization of either the temple or its sacrifi ces, insisting that the 
cultic language is used, but reinterpreted by the community. See Klinzing, Die Umdeutung 
des Kultus in der Qumrangemeinde und im NT (SUNT 7; Göttingen, 1966), 146. 

88. Th e phrase used to connote the communal lifestyle is Krd Mymt, literally the “com-
plete way,” is oft en translated as a perfection of way. In the priestly strata of the Hebrew 
Bible, the adjective Mymt is used repeatedly to emphasize the requirement that a sacrifi cial 
animal be without blemish (e.g., Lev 1:3; 3:1, 6, 9; 22:17–25).

89. E. Schüssler Fiorenza points out that the term “spiritualization” is used in a variety of 
ways, such as to suggest opposition to the cult, the physical world, or even the secular. In the 
interest of clarity, she prefers to use the term “transference” (“Cultic Language in Qumran 
and in the NT,” CBQ 38 [1976]: 159–61). J. Kampen, however, questions the adequacy of 
the concept of transference in explaining the use of temple imagery in the various Qumran 
documents. See Kampen, “Th e Signifi cance of the Temple in the Manuscripts of the Da-
mascus Document,” in Th e Dead Sea Scrolls at Fift y (ed. R. A. Kugler and E. M. Schuller; 
Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1999), 185–87. 

90. So Lichtenberger, “Atonement at Qumran,” 162; Knibb, Th e Qumran Community, 
138; Klinzing, Die Umdeutung, 40. Although Klinzing cites Hos 6:6 in support of his con-
textual understanding of Nm, the example he uses may be substitutive rather than privative. 
See B. R. Waltke and M. O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax (Winona 
Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 214 n. 99.
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gesting that expiation of sin on behalf of the land occurs “without” sacrifi cial rites. 
Th e implication is simply that the community has an alternative means by which 
to atone for sin. In this case, the parallelism of the two clauses that follow serves 
to emphasize the effi  cacy of the communal form of atonement. Th e community’s 
prayers are like (k) a pleasing (odor of) righteousness acceptable to God;91 the 
communal life is like (k) an acceptable off ering. Communal observances are as 
valuable as sacrifi cial rites; both result in expiation from God. Prayer and com-
munal lifestyle are an alternative form of atonement, not a replacement for cultic 
rites.92 Th is reading does not assume that the community rejected the Jerusalem 
temple as such.93 It implies only that the community has disassociated itself from a 
“cultic” self-image, while still maintaining a “priestly”94 character. In other words, 
the community has emphasized the noncultic aspects of the priesthood over 
against the cultic ritual function. Th e cultic language is a metaphor for the com-
munal form of atonement.95

Th ese observations suggest that the Rule of the Community describes the yahad 
as a holy community, the main purpose of which is atonement. Th is atonement 
has both personal and eschatological aspects, both of which are connected to the 
concept of covenant. By defi nition, entrance into the community constitutes ac-

91. Th is may be an allusion to a somewhat rare cultic phrase xwxyn xyr, which indicates 
that a sacrifi ce is pleasing to God. Th e word xwxyn is also found in 1QS VIII, 9 in conjunc-
tion with a scribal insertion of xyr. For a detailed analysis of xwxyn xyr, see Milgrom, Leviti-
cus 1–16, 162–63, 252.

92. Kugler (“Rewriting Rubrics,” 92) correctly asserts that “the community’s prayer, 
praise, study, and priestly-cultic self-defi nition did not replace the act of sacrifi ce.”

93. Within the community, prayer and proper lifestyle are the primary means of atone-
ment. Th ese noncultic forms of atonement may characterize the exilic community of 1QS, 
but they do not preclude the possibility of occasional and/or future participation in the 
Jerusalem cult as a secondary means of atonement.

94. Th e function of the priesthood was never limited to the cult. In the biblical text there 
is evidence of the following priestly functions: oracular activity (Num 27:21), teaching (Ezek 
44:23), blessing (Num 6:22–27), judging (Ezek 44:24), and the separation of sacred from 
profane and pure from impure (Lev 10:10). Although 1QS diff erentiates among priests, 
Levites, and Israelites on the basis of lineage, there is emphasis on all of these priestly tasks 
being performed, either by designated individuals or the community as a whole. Entrance 
to the community is determined by the casting of lots (VI, 16, 18–19, 21); teaching and in-
terpretation of the law is assigned to the “priests of Zadok” (V, 8–9); the priests bless the lot 
of God and the Levites curse the lot of Belial (II, 1f); the judicial powers of the community 
are presumably held by the community council, comprised of twelve lay members and three 
priests (VIII, 1); and a distinct function of the community is to maintain a barrier between 
sacred and profane (VIII, 1–IX, 11). See F. García Martínez, “Priestly Functions in a Com-
munity without Temple,” in Gemeinde ohne Tempel: Community without Temple (ed. B. Ego 
et al.; WUNT 118; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1999), 303–19.

95. Th e use of cultic language must be understood in the framework of the style and 
vocabulary of 1QS. In general, the use of biblical language, both cultic and noncultic, em-
phasized that the community viewed itself as a theological link to the biblical tradition and 
the “sole legitimate representative of biblical Israel.” On the conceptual world of the yahad 
and the use of biblical language and style, see Talmon, Community, 133–35, 143–44. 
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ceptance into the bĕrît, but the content of the covenantal agreement is interpreted 
in priestly categories. In the context of 1QS, the priestly categories are noncultic, 
with prayer and communal life viewed as a viable alternative to sacrifi cial rites. 
Finally, the temple is never mentioned—not the one in Jerusalem, nor the one that 
the community allegedly imagined itself to be. 

Th e Damascus Document

Certain sections of the Damascus Document have also been used to support the 
theory that the community took the temple metaphor literally by viewing itself as 
a replacement for the Jerusalem temple. A brief examination of the relevant pas-
sages will show that here too an alternative interpretation of this metaphor is not 
only possible but convincing.

Th e Damascus Document can be divided into two parts: the Admonition (I–VIII, 
XIX–XX) and the Laws (IX–XVI). Based on a model of a covenant formulary, 
the Admonition contains history (I, 1–IV, 12a), legal texts (IV, 12b–VII, 9), warn-
ings (VII, 5–VIII, 19), and a supplement (IX, 33–XX, 34). In addition to being 
structured like a covenantal agreement, the Admonition is also about covenant. 
Furthermore, the text is permeated with direct biblical citations, biblical terminol-
ogy, and allusions to biblical phraseology.96 It is in this literary framework that we 
consider a text concerned with God’s historical rejection of Israel and the covenant 
with a chosen remnant—the community:

M(#pl )#yw Mnw( d(b rpk w)lp yzrb l)w )yh wnl yk wrm)yw 18.

d(w Mynplml whmk dm( )l r#) l)r#yb Nm)n tyb Mhl Nbyw 19.

r#)k )wh Mhl Md) dwbk lkw xcn yyxl wb Myqyzxmh hnh 20.

ynbw Mywlhw Mynhkh rm)l )ybnh l)qzxy dyb Mhl l) Myqh 21.

l)r#y ynb tw(tb y#dqm trm#m t) wrm# r#) qwdc 1.

l)r#y yb# Mh Mynhkh            Mdw blx yl w#ygy (Mh yl(m) Mhyl(m 2.

yryxb Mh qwdc ynbw            Mhm( (Mywlnh Mh Mywlhw) Mywlnhw hdwhy Cr)m My)cwyh 3.

#wrp hnh Mymyh tyrx)b Mydm(h M#h y)yrq l)r#y 4.

yn#w Mhytwrc rpsmw Mdm(m Cqw Mtwdlwtl Mhytwm# 5.

rpk r#) Mynw#()rh Mh) #dwqh            Mhy#(m #wrypw Mrrwgth 6.

Mhyrx) My)bh lkw (#r w(y#ryw qydc wqydcyw Md(b l) 7.

Myl# d( Myn#)rh wb wrswth r#) hrwth #wrpk tw#(l 8.

96. For an overview of the structure and plot of the Admonition, see P. R. Davies, Th e 
Damascus Covenant: An Interpretation of the “Damascus Document” (JSOTSSup 25; Shef-
fi eld: JSOT Press, 1983), 48–55.
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rpkl Myn#)rl l) Myqh r#) tyrbk hl)h Myn#h Cqh 9.

Myn#h rpsml Cqh Mwl#bw Md(b l) rpky Nk Mhytwnw( l( 10.

l( #y) dwm(l M) yk hdwhy tybl xpt#hl dw( Ny) hl)h 11.

hyhy hl)h Myn#h lkbw qwxh qhr rdgh htnbn wdwcm 12.

(18b) . . . But God in his wonderful mysteries atoned for their iniquity and par-
doned their sin (19) and built for them a sure house in Israel, such as there has 
not stood from ancient times until (20) now. Th ose who hold fast to it are to 
have eternal life and all glory of man is theirs. As (21) God swore to them by the 
hand of Ezekiel, the prophet, saying, “Th e priests and the Levites and the Sons 
of (1) Zadok, who maintained the service of my sanctuary when the people of 
Israel went astray (2) from me, they shall approach me (with) fat and blood.” “Th e 
priests” are the penitents of Israel (3) who went out from the land of Judah, (“the 
Levites” are those) who joined them, and “the Sons of Zadok” are the chosen ones 
of (4) Israel, those called by name, who shall stand in the end of days. Here is a 
clear statement (5) of their names, according to their generations, and the time 
of their standing, and the number of their troubles and the years of (6) their so-
journing and a clear statement of their deeds [ . . . these are] the holy forefathers 
for whom God atoned; (7) and they declared the just man as just, and declared 
the wicked man as wicked. And all those who came (into the covenant) aft er 
them (8) to do according to the clear statement of the Law in which the forefa-
thers were instructed, until the completion of (9) the time of these years. Like the 
covenant that God established with the forefathers, to atone (10) with respect to 
their iniquities, so, too, shall God atone for them. And in the completion of time 
according to the number of these years (11) there will be no more joining oneself 
to the house of Judah, but rather each man stands on (12a) his watchtower: “the 
wall is built, the statute extends far.” (CD III, 18–IV, 12)97 

CD III, 18–IV, 12 is a distinct literary unit.98 Th e phrase Nm)n tyb, “sure house” 
(III, 19), has been interpreted as an allusion to the temple and hence a description 
of the community as a “spiritual” temple. According to Gärtner, the phrase tyb 

Nm)n alludes to 2 Sam 7,99 where the term tyb, house, connotes both the temple and 
the Davidic line.100 Th e prophecy spoken through Nathan emphasizes the perma-
nence of the “house” that God will establish: 

97. Translation mine (Susan Haber).
98. D. R. Schwartz argues convincingly that CD III, 18b–IV, 12a is a distinct literary unit 

(“To Join Oneself to the House of Judah [Damascus Document IV, 11],” RevQ 10 [1981]: 
435–46).

99. L. Gaston establishes a similar connection to 2 Sam 7. See Gaston, No Stone on An-
other: Studies in the Signifi cance of the Fall of Jerusalem in the Synoptic Gospels (NovTSup 
23; Leiden: Brill, 1970), 173.

100. Gärtner, Th e Temple, 82–83. In opposition, Joseph C. Coppens asserts that the con-
cept of community as temple cannot be found in CD. See Coppens, “Th e Spiritual Temple 
in the Pauline Letters and Its Background,” in Studia Evangelica 6: Papers Presented to the 
Fourth International Congress on New Testament Studies Held at Oxford (ed. E. A. Living-
stone; Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1973), 59–60.
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Mlw( d( Nwkn hyhy K)sk Kynpl Mlw( d( Ktklmmw Ktyb Nm)nw

Your house and your kingship shall ever be secure before you; your throne shall 
be established forever. (v. 16)101 

Just as God once established the Davidic house, so God has now also founded the 
community as a permanent house. Th e term Nm)n in CD III, 19 emphasizes both 
the eternal nature of God’s established house and that it is a “true” house, as op-
posed to the defi led temple in Jerusalem.102 

Gärtner links the house, as a metaphor for the community, to the concept of a 
temple by means of the midrash on Ezek 44:15 that follows.103 A contextual analy-
sis of this midrash is predicated on an understanding of the mt:

hmh yl(m l)r#y ynb tw(tb y#dqm trm#m t) wrm# r#) qwdc ynb Mywlh Mynhkhw

yl) wbrqy

`h ynd) M)n Mdw blx yl byrqhl ynpl wdm(w yntr#l

But the levitical priests descended from Zadok, who maintained the service of 
My Sanctuary when the people of Israel went astray from Me—they shall ap-
proach Me to minister to Me; they shall stand before Me to off er Me fat and 
blood—declares yhwh God. 

In the biblical context of Ezek 44:10–14, the Levites have been excluded from 
priestly duties because they had ministered to the sinful. According to Ezek 44:15, 
they are to be replaced with the faithful priests, qwdc ynb Mywlh Mynhkh, the levitical 
priests from Zadok, who have maintained the service of God’s sanctuary.

Ezekiel 44:15 is quoted, in abbreviated form, in CD III, 21–IV, 1 with one sig-
nifi cant change: the addition of “and” between the words “priests,” “Levites,” and 
“descendants of Zadok.” 

 Mhyl(m l)r#y ynb tw(tb y#dqm trm#m t) wrm# r#) qwdc ynbw Mywlhw Mynhkh

Mdw blx yl w#ygy

Th e priests and the Levites and the Sons of Zadok, who kept the watch of my 
sanctuary when the children of Israel strayed from me, they shall present me fat 
and blood. (italics mine)

Th e addition of the conjunctive “w” alters the intended meaning: whereas in Eze-
kiel the terms “Levites” and “descendants of Zadok” modify the noun “priests,” 
CD in eff ect treats all as independent nouns and thereby posits three categories of 
priests. Th e Mynhk, priests, are the penitents who were the fi rst to have left  Israel; 

101. All quotations from the Hebrew Bible are in accordance with the njps translation, 
unless otherwise stated. Th e tetragrammaton has been transliterated as yhwh, rather than 
translated as “the Lord.”

102. Gärtner, Th e Temple, 73.
103. Th e intervening material, )wh Mhl Md) dwbk lkw xcn yyxl wb Myqyzxmh, forms a 

bridge between the biblical allusion and the midrash and is most likely redactional. See 
Davies, Th e Damascus Covenant, 90.
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the Mywl, Levites, who accompany them;104 and the chosen of Israel the qwdc ynb, the 
Sons of Zadok. According to Gärtner, this latter term refers to the entire commu-
nity, whose members were identifi ed in varying ways through the use of priestly 
terminology.105 Th e combination of these priestly designations with the term “sure 
house” can be explained in light of the connection with the prophecy of the temple 
in Ezekiel. Just as the text in Ezekiel concerned itself with the temple and the true 
priesthood, the community saw itself as a temple run by priests and Levites.

Gärtner’s argumentation is problematic in a number of ways. Th e phrase tyb 

Nm)n is not mentioned explicitly in 2 Sam 7:16; this casts some doubt on his analy-
sis of the biblical background of this phrase. Furthermore, the transference of the 
wordplay on tyb in 2 Sam 7 to the passage in CD is not convincing. In the for-
mer, tyb means dynasty or temple whereas in the latter the dichotomy is between 
permanence and temple. Moreover, the key phrase in v. 16 is a clear reference to 
the Davidic dynasty and does not make any reference to the temple. Finally, the 
community’s self-understanding as the “Sons of Zadok” is subject to scholarly dis-
pute.106 Any assumption that the group regarded itself as a community of “priests” 
contradicts other sectarian texts in which a clear distinction between priest and 
non-priest is maintained.107 

Th e majority of scholars108 associate the phrase Nm)n tyb in CD III, 19 not with 
2 Sam 7, but with 1 Sam 2:35: 

Klhthw Nm)n tyb wl ytynbw h#(y y#pnbw ybblb r#)k Nm)n Nhk yl ytmyqhw

yxy#m ynpl

And I will raise up for Myself a faithful priest, who will act in accordance with 
My wishes and My purposes. I will build for him an enduring house, and he shall 
walk before My anointed evermore. 

Th is verse is set against a background of the sinful behavior of Eli’s two sons. 
Th e unfaithful Eliad priesthood will be replaced with another priestly dynasty. Th e 
phrase Nm)n tyb makes no allusion to the temple but clearly refers to the “house” 
of the faithful priest as it is contrasted with Eli’s “house.” According to Schwartz,109 

104. See Num 18:2–4 for the precedent of the Levites accompanying the priests.
105. Gärtner, Th e Temple, 4–5, 83–84; cf. R. Kugler, “Priesthood at Qumran,” in Th e Dead 

Sea Scrolls aft er Fift y Years (ed. P. W. Flint and J. C. VanderKam; Leiden: Brill, 1999), 2:97.
106. Th e majority of scholars have assumed that the title qwdc ynb was derived from 

the founding members of the community, who were priests from the Zadokite line. It is, 
however, not entirely clear that the title is exclusively used as a reference to priestly lineage. 
For a review of the scholarly discussion on this issue, see Kugler, “Priesthood at Qumran,” 
97–100.

107. García Martínez, “Priestly Functions,” 303–5.
108. See, for example, C. Rabin, Th e Zadokite Documents (2d ed.; Oxford: Clarendon, 

1958), 13; Schwartz, “To Join Oneself,” 438; Davis, Th e Damascus Covenant, 90. J. Campbell 
contends that the other occurrences of Nm)n tyb in the Bible are not applicable because they 
refer to the Davidic dynasty. See Campbell, Th e Use of Scripture in the Damascus Document 
1–8, 19–20 (BZAW 228; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1995), 82 n. 52.

109. Schwartz, “To Join Oneself,” 438.
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the allusion to 1 Sam 2:35 found in CD may be interpreted as follows: Although 
the nation has sinned, there is a remnant of Israel that has continued to observe 
God’s law. Th ey represent the Nm)n tyb, the community of the faithful, whom God 
has established as the true inheritors.

In CD, the link between this allusion to 1 Sam 2:35 and the midrash on Ezek 
44:15 is thematic.110 Both biblical passages are concerned with God’s replacement 
of an unfaithful priesthood with another priestly line. In 1 Sam 2:35, the unfaithful 
Eliad priesthood is replaced by a “house” of faithful priests; in Ezek 44:15, the un-
faithful levitical priests are to be replaced by the Zadokite priests. Th e traditional 
interpretation of the passage in Ezekiel suggests that the Zadokites ministered only 
in the temple while their unfaithful contemporaries off ered sacrifi ces in the high 
places. Yet the high places are never specifi cally mentioned in Ezek 44. Moreover, 
in the latter part of the Second Temple period, the source of dispute was not cul-
tic practice outside the temple but the question of proper cultic procedure inside 
the temple. In CD, the passage in Ezekiel was reinterpreted in accordance with 
contemporary social issues. Th e Zadokites, like the faithful priests in 1 Sam 2:35, 
had remained faithful to the temple by not off ering (improper) sacrifi ces during 
the sinful ministry of the Levites. In much the same way, the community regarded 
itself as the “sure house” in Israel—God’s faithful who had separated themselves 
from the sinful Israel and awaited the end of the era of evil.

Th ere is one fi nal portion of this text that has been cited in support of the idea 
of community as temple. Klinzing111 has suggested a restoration of CD IV, 6 to 
include another term from Ezek 44:15—#dqm, sanctuary: #dwqh y#n) Mh #dqm 

Mynw#)rh, “they are a sanctuary, the fi rst holy men.” According to Klinzing, this 
continuation of the midrash on Ezek 44:15 interprets the term #dqm as a reference 
to the founders of the community and presumably establishes the community as 
a temple from its inception. It is important to understand this proposed restora-
tion in the context of IV, 6, in which there is a lengthy lacuna. Directly preceding 
the lacuna are the words Mhy#(m #wrypw, a list of names.112 Presumably there is a 
missing genealogy, the omission of which has left  the text immediately following 
in disarray.113 It is this corrupted text, which reads Mynw# #dwqh , that is the subject 
of Klinzing’s restoration. 

Th e corrupted text is part of the missing document that continues beyond the 
lacuna.114 Rabin amends Mynw# to read Mynw#)rh, noting a similar mistake in CD 

110. Ibid., 438–39.
111. Klinzing’s restoration is briefl y reviewed by Schwartz, “To Join Oneself,” 443–44.
112. On the content and specifi cations of this list, see Davies, Th e Damascus Covenant, 

95–96.
113. M. Broshi, ed., Th e Damascus Document Reconsidered (Jerusalem: Israel Explora-

tion Society, 1992), 16–17; cf. J. H. Charlesworth, who suggests that the list may have been 
deliberately omitted because of its dating or its length. See Charlesworth, Th e Dead Sea 
Scrolls: Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek Texts with English Translations (Louisville: Westmin-
ster John Knox, 1995), 2:19.

114. Th e proof is in the phrase Mhyrx) My)bh lkw (IV, 7), which can only be explained in 
light of the preceding list. See Davies, Th e Damascus Covenant, 98.
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XIV, 7.115 Based on this amendment, two proposed restorations have been en-
dorsed by scholars. Th e fi rst is Mynw#)rh #dwqh y#n) and the second is Mynw#)rh 

My#dwqh, with the latter being the preferred choice from a technical perspective.116 
Here Mynw#)rh refers to the founding members of the community, and the phrase 
itself likely refers back to the missing list.117 Speculative as any restoration may be, 
it is important to note that the word #dqm has not been included in this recon-
struction, for to do so would call into question the structure of the text in CD. Th e 
interpretation of the various terms in Ezekiel was completed in 4:4 without any 
reference to #dqm.118 Clearly, the opportunity had passed, and the term #dqm was 
not essential to the interpretation of the passage. Hence there is no basis for using 
this text to support a self-image of the community as temple.

Conclusion

Th e metaphorical use of temple and purity language to describe the yahad per-
mitted a rich and nuanced exploration of the fundamental concepts of God, sin, 
and atonement and described vividly the role that the community saw itself as 
playing vis-à-vis its members, the land, God, and the eschatological redemption of 
Israel. Th ere is no evidence to suggest, however, that the community took the fur-
ther step of concretizing the metaphor by viewing themselves quite literally as the 
new temple that replaced or superseded the Jerusalem temple. Had that been the 
intention of the metaphorical language, one might have expected a more explicit 
critique of the temple as such, and one might also have expected a direct role in the 
process of expiation, such as the administration of sacrifi ces, to be assigned to the 
priests within the yahad or to the yahad as a whole. Indeed, one might suggest that 
the concretizing of the imagery would have had the eff ect of limiting its descriptive 
possibilities and thereby, perhaps ironically, diminishing its effi  cacy as a metaphor 
in which the community as a whole could see its own refl ection. 

Th e two case studies demonstrate clearly the presence of metaphorical language 
in the Scrolls and also illustrate the complex relationship between the fi gurative 
and literal interpretations. With regard to purity language, our study suggests that 
the community understood moral and ritual purity to be interdependent and that 
both repentance—signaled by the metaphorical usage of the purity language—and 
ritual purifi cation—signaled by a literal reading—were necessary for entrance into 
the community and for full participation in community life. With regard to temple 
language, our study suggests that the imagery was taken metaphorically and was 
very rich as a way of articulating the self-understanding of the community, but 
that it was not taken literally to mean that the community viewed itself as the re-
placement for the temple in Jerusalem or even as a place where the sacrifi cial cult 
would be carried out. 

Th e metaphorical use of language provides a vehicle through which the yahad 

115. Rabin, Th e Zadokite Documents, 14.
116. For an analysis of the two proposed restorations, see Davies, Th e Damascus Cov-

enant, 98–100.
117. Ibid., 99–100.
118. See Schwartz, “To Join Oneself,” 443–44.
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could articulate its positive self-understanding as a community in covenantal 
relationship with God, devoted to following God, and living in a state of purity 
in which the lines of communication with God through prayer and other rituals 
would always remain open.



6

A Woman’s Touch:
Feminist Encounters with the Hemorrhaging Woman

in Mark 5:24–34

In what might be perceived as a covert and calculated move, the hemorrhaging 
woman in Mark 5:24–34 approaches Jesus from behind, touches his garment, and 
is instantly healed of her affl  iction. Th e text presents a tension between the heal-
ing touch of Jesus and the impure and therefore undesirable touch of the woman. 
Scholars agree that, in accordance with Levitical law, this woman is impure.1 Th ey 
also note the linguistic similarities between the description of the hemorrhaging 
woman within the narrative and the purity laws of Lev 15. However, there is no 
consensus of opinion regarding the signifi cance of her impurity.

For a number of the earlier feminist scholars, the woman’s impurity is funda-
mental to an interpretation of the narrative as a critique of Jewish purity laws.2 
Marla Selvidge, for example, argues that Jewish law marginalizes the hemorrhag-
ing woman both because she is a woman and because she is impure. By allowing 
her to touch him, Jesus is viewed as a “liberal egalitarian” who abrogates the purity 
laws of Judaism in favor of a more compassionate view that eschews any form 
of social exclusion based on purity or gender. Selvidge’s interpretation is predi-
cated on two premises. Th e fi rst is concerned with the purity legislation, which is 
portrayed as being oppressive to women. Th e second focuses on the narrative in 
Mark, which is presumed to highlight Jesus’ rejection of the purity laws.

More recently, a second group of feminist scholars has opposed this view by 

1. My thanks are due to Adele Reinhartz for her constructive comments on an earlier 
version of this essay.

See, e.g., Joel Marcus, Mark 1–8: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary 
(AB 27; New York: Doubleday, 1999), 357–58; Marla J. Selvidge, Woman, Cult, and Miracle 
Recital: A Redactional Critical Investigation on Mark 5:24–34 (London: Associated Univer-
sity Press, 1990), 47–70; Charlotte Fonrobert, “Th e Woman with a Blood-Flow (Mark 5:24–
34) Revisited: Menstrual Laws and Jewish Culture in Christian Feminist Hermeneutics,” 
in Early Christian Interpretation of the Scriptures of Israel (ed. Craig A. Evans and James A. 
Sanders; JSNTSup 148; Sheffi  eld: Sheffi  eld Academic Press, 1997), 121–40, esp. 122–26.

2. See, e.g., Selvidge, Woman, Cult, and Miracle Recital, 47–70, 83–91; Leonard Swidler, 
“Jesus Was a Feminist,” Th e Catholic World (January 1971): 181; Karen A. Barta, “Paying the 
Price of Paternalism,” in Where Can We Find Her? (ed. Marie-Eloise Rosenblatt; New York: 
Paulist Press, 1991), 31.

125
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dismissing the issue of impurity entirely.3 Of particular interest is the work of 
Mary Rose D’Angelo, who interprets the narrative of the hemorrhaging woman in 
the context of Mark’s Christology, an ideology of faith, healing, and miracles. In 
her view, the impurity of the woman is completely irrelevant to the story. Th e por-
trayal of Jesus as a liberator of women from oppressive Jewish law, she argues, is 
a misreading of the narrative in Mark and misunderstands the nature of Levitical 
law in general and its application to women in particular. Selvidge’s “anti-Judaism” 
may make good feminist reading, but it is developed at the expense of the Jewish 
woman in her cultural context.4

Feminist interpretations of the narrative in Mark 5:24–34 thus seem to take one 
of two opposing positions with respect to the woman’s impurity. Th e fi rst position 
correctly identifi es the woman’s impurity but misinterprets the Markan text when 
it fi nds its focus of interest in the abrogation of supposedly oppressive purity laws. 
Th e second feminist position rightly rejects this polemic against Jewish law but 
goes too far in its critique when it dismisses any possibility that the impurity gen-
erated by the woman’s physical condition contributes to the understanding of the 
narrative.5 We are still left  with an unresolved question: “What is the signifi cance 
of the woman’s impurity in the narrative of Mark 5:24–34?”

In what follows I argue for a position in between the two opposing feminist read-
ings, in which the woman’s health is the central feature of the narrative and impurity 
is inextricably connected to her physical condition. Fundamental to my own reading 
of the text is the observation that the anonymous woman is described solely in terms 
of her physical affl  iction: a fl ow of blood that identifi es her to the implied audience 
and marks her literary role in the narrative.6 She is the “hemorrhaging woman” and 
not the “impure woman.” In emphasizing the woman’s health, however, I cannot dis-
miss the signifi cance of her impurity within the narrative. Her hemorrhage carries 
with it an impurity that could not have been ignored either by Mark’s audience or 
the society in which she lived. Her illness is explicit; her impurity is implicit.

3. See, e.g., Fonrobert, “Th e Woman with a Blood-Flow,” 122–26; Mary Rose D’Angelo, 
“Gender and Power in the Gospel of Mark: Th e Daughter of Jairus and the Woman with 
the Flow of Blood,” in Miracles in Jewish and Christian Antiquity (ed. John C. Cavadini; 
Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1999), 83–109, esp. 83–85; Richard Hors-
ley, Hearing the Whole Story: Th e Politics of Plot in Mark’s Gospel (Louisville: Westminister 
John Knox, 2001), 209–10; cf. the similar argument pertaining to the parallel narrative in 
Matthew advocated by Amy-Jill Levine, “Discharging Responsibility: Matthean Jesus, Bib-
lical Law, and Hemorrhaging Woman,” in Treasures New and Old: Recent Contribution to 
Matthean Studies (ed. David R. Bauer and Mark Allen Powell; SBLSymS; Atlanta: Scholars 
Press, 1996), 379–97.

4. On anti-Judaism in Christian feminist interpretations of the New Testament, see Ju-
dith Plaskow, “Anti-Judaism in Christian Feminist Interpretation,” in Searching the Scrip-
tures: A Feminist Introduction (ed. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza; 2 vols.; New York: Cross-
road, 1993), 1:117–29.

5. D’Angelo (“Gender and Power,” 91) states that “the gospel of Mark shows no interest 
in purity in the two miracles in 5.21–43.”

6. On anonymity in biblical narrative, see Adele Reinhartz, “Why Ask My Name?” Ano-
nymity and Identity in Biblical Narrative (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 188.
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Th e present study will assess the extent to which purity issues are essential to 
the story of the hemorrhaging woman in Mark 5:24–34. Th is inquiry necessitates 
a survey of the relevant legislation and its interpretation in the Second Temple 
period, as well as an examination of the language used by Mark in the narrative. 
In addition, Mark’s portrait of the hemorrhaging woman will be considered in the 
context of his rhetorical agenda.

Purity Legislation and Its Interpretation in the Second Temple Period

In Mark 5:24–34, there is an allusion to Israelite tradition evident in the use of 
language originating in the purity legislation of Leviticus.7 In this use of language, 
Mark presumes that his intended audience was familiar with the legal aspects of 
purity legislation and would understand the narrative in light of those laws.8 In 
order to understand the relevance of this allusion to purity in the narrative it is 
essential to investigate the relevant purity legislation and its interpretation in the 
Second Temple period.

Th e laws regulating purity that form the background for the narrative of the 
hemorrhaging woman can be found in Lev 15, which is concerned with normal 
and abnormal genital discharges and effl  uxes of both men and women.9 According 
to this legislation, the hemorrhaging woman in Mark 5 is classifi ed as a -yk@i h#$f)

MdF@ hbfzF hyEh;ti, a woman with an abnormal genital discharge.10 Both the hbz (zabah) 
and her male counterpart, the bz (zab), are considered to have a severe form of 

7. Th e most obvious use of Levitical language is in the identifi cation of the woman as 
gunh\ ou}sa e)n r(u/sei ai3matoj (“a woman being in a fl ow of blood”). See Lev 15:25–30.

8. Horsley (Hearing the Whole Story, 48–49) attests to the subtle allusions and explicit 
references to Israelite tradition that exist throughout Mark, suggesting that they could only 
have been intended for an audience with substantial knowledge of Judaism and its texts.

9. In Lev 15, the laws concerning men are listed fi rst (vv. 2b–17) and are longer and 
more detailed than those concerning women (vv. 19–30). In the case of normal genital 
discharges, the length of impurity is designated according to biology. Th us impurity from a 
seminal emission lasts one day, whereas that caused by menstruation is appropriately seven 
days in length. In circumstances of abnormal discharges, men and woman are designated 
impure for the same amount of time, with both counting off  seven days aft er the cessation 
before undergoing purifi cation rites. Contra Selvidge (Woman, Cult, and Miracle Recital, 
51–57), the text does not support the idea that the purity laws marginalized women more 
than men.

10. Th e law specifi cally distinguishes between a normal menstrual fl ow (vv. 19–24) and 
an abnormal discharge that occurs outside the boundaries of a normal menstrual cycle 
(vv. 25–30). Although many scholars recognize this distinction, there is still a tendency 
to confl ate the two categories through generalization and the inappropriate application of 
menstrual law to the hemorrhaging woman of Mark. Selvidge (Woman, Cult, and Miracle 
Recital, 53–57, 86–91), for example, separates the two categories in her summary of Lev 15, 
only to use her synopsis to justify the “biological diff erences” of all women, and especially 
the woman in Mark. Fonrobert’s (“Th e Woman with a Blood-Flow,” 128–38) overlapping 
of categories is subtler as she clearly analyzes the law of the zabah but continues to refer to 
menstruation and menstrual regulation.
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impurity that is contagious through contact with persons and objects. Anything 
that the zab or zabah sits on or lies upon is rendered impure, and those who come 
in direct contact with them or the contaminated objects around them will also be 
rendered impure, albeit only until the evening.11 Th e cessation of the discharge is 
followed by a seven-day period of healing that culminates in a complex purifi ca-
tion ritual, which includes both ritual immersion and sacrifi cial expiation.12

Th e implications of the purity legislation are crucial to the status of the zab/
zabah in the community. In the Hebrew Bible, priestly law presents two separate 
traditions regarding their status. Th e fi rst is found in Lev 15:11, where it states, “If 
one with a discharge, without having rinsed his hands in water, touches another 
person, that person shall wash his clothes, bathe in water, and remain unclean 
until evening.” Th e phrase “without having rinsed his hands in water” is informa-
tive, for it suggests that if the zab takes the precaution of rinsing his hands before 
touching other persons, vessels, or utensils, he will not pass on his impurity.13 Th e 
precaution of rinsing one’s hands, found in the legislation regarding the zab, is 
not explicitly mentioned in the parallel law concerning the zabah. Since the more 
abbreviated law concerning the female is modeled on that of the male, this detail 
is assumed rather than repeated. Moreover, if one regards the purity laws as being 
part of a coherent theological system, then it makes sense that the touch of the 
zabah, like the touch of the zab, is contaminating and that the same leniency ap-
plies to both. Th e implications of this leniency are far-reaching, for it suggests that 
although the zab/zabah transmit their impurity by touch, they may still live at 
home and lead relatively normal lives during the duration of their illness.14

In contrast to the lenient attitude toward the zab/zabah found in Lev 15, the 
priestly law found in Num 5:1–4 requires that any individual who is classifi ed as 
having a severe form of impurity be excluded from the Israelite camp. Th us, in ad-

11. In the Masoretic text it states, “whoever touches them (Mb@f) shall be unclean,” refer-
ring to the bedding or any object that has been sat upon. In contrast, two manuscripts 
and the Septuagint translation read, “whoever touches her (au)th=j) shall be unclean” (Lev 
15.27), referring to the woman. Jacob Milgrom (Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with In-
troduction and Commentary AB 3; New York: Doubleday, 1991, 943) argues for the latter 
reading, which makes much more sense in a holistic reading of the legislation in Lev 15. 
Fonrobert (“Th e Woman with a Blood-Flow,” 131), however, does not accept this reading. 
In the context of this discussion, I would point out that Mark’s audience would have been 
familiar with the Septuagint and not the Masoretic text and would have understood the law 
to mean that touching the woman transmitted impurity (v. 27) as did touching her bedding 
(v. 26).

12. Ritual immersion is explicitly prescribed in the legislation concerning the zab, but it 
is not specifi cally mentioned in connection with the zabah. Nevertheless, the requirement 
to bathe is equally applicable in both cases, as it is evident in the chiastic structure of the 
laws set out in Lev 15. Th e details of the fi rst law pertaining to the zab are assumed in the ab-
breviated version of the last law concerning the zabah, even though they are not repeated.

13. On the leniency of this law, see Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 920–21.
14. In contrast, the menstruant, who has a less severe form of impurity, does not con-

taminate through touch. For a detailed discussion of contact with the zabah, see Milgrom, 
Leviticus 1–16, 924–43.
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dition to the zab/zabah, an individual with scale disease ((wrc)15 and the one who 
is impure because of a corpse (#pnl) is isolated from the rest of the community.16 
Th e stringency of this priestly tradition has profound consequences with respect 
to the status of the individual who contracts a severe impurity. Whereas those with 
corpse contamination would be excluded only temporarily from the community, 
others with ongoing symptoms of scale disease or genital effl  ux could be separated 
from community and family indefi nitely and forced to live out their lives in isola-
tion on the edge of society.

Th e laws of Lev 15 and the legislation of Num 5:1–4 present two opposing 
priestly traditions concerning the treatment of the zab/zabah that have clear im-
plications for the status of the hemorrhaging woman of Mark 5. Was she, like a 
zabah, isolated from her community in accordance with the stringency of the law 
in Numbers, or did the leniency of the Levitical legislation enable her to remain 
at home? Based on their own (mis)readings of the purity laws, Selvidge and other 
feminist scholars have speculated that the hemorrhaging woman was isolated and 
oppressed because of her impurity.17 Th is interpretation is suspect because it does 
not take into consideration the opposing biblical traditions regarding impurity, 
nor does it consider how the legislation was interpreted in the fi rst century c.e., 
several hundred years aft er it was formulated.

Unfortunately, the textual evidence pertaining to the status of the zab/zabah 
during the Second Temple period is contradictory and as such is not particularly 
useful in determining how the purity legislation would have aff ected the status of 
the hemorrhaging woman in Mark 5. Following the leniency of Lev 15, the rab-
binic texts suggest that the zab was allowed to remain in the city but was barred 
from the temple and Temple Mount.18 Josephus, however, indicates a stricter 
interpretation, claiming that both the zab and the individual with scale disease 
were banished from Jerusalem.19 Even more stringent was the legislation from the 
Temple Scroll, which required the designation of three separate places to the east 

15. Th e biblical terms (Aw%rcf and t(rc are oft en translated as “leper” and “leprosy” re-
spectively, even though leprosy (Hansen’s disease) was unknown in the Near East until the 
Hellenistic period. Th e condition has never been clearly identifi ed, but it is more accurately 
translated as “scale disease.” It is noteworthy that in the Septuagint and the New Testament 
the term use is lepra, and not the Greek term for leprosy, which is elephas or elephantiasis. 
For the most part, I will refer to individuals with scale disease, reverting to the term “leper” 
only for the convenience of distinguishing the individual whom Jesus heals in Mark 1:40–
45. On the nature of scale disease, see Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 816–20.

16. In the priestly purity system, the most severe form of impurity is found in the bz /hbz, 
(rcm, and #pnl )m+. Th ese impurities are considered more dangerous because they are 
contagious through contact with other persons and objects and thus require a lengthier 
and more complex process of purifi cation than mild and moderate impurities. On the clas-
sifi cation of impurity into major and minor categories, see the useful charts in Milgrom, 
Leviticus 1–16, 986–87.

17. See Selvidge, Woman, Cult, and Miracle Recital, 47–90, 83–91; Barta, “Paying the 
Price,” 31; Swidler, “Jesus Was a Feminist,” 181.

18. M. Kel. 1.8; b. Ta‘an 21b.
19. B.J. 5.227; A.J. 3.261.
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of the city for the individual with scale disease, the zab and the man who had an 
emission of semen.20 Since the Temple Scroll prohibited women from dwelling in 
Jerusalem regardless of their state of purity, this law only concerns itself with the 
impurity of men.21

Although this literary evidence regarding the status of the zab/zabah is incon-
sistent, the existence of a variety of interpretations is in and of itself informative, 
for such rulings form part of a larger discussion on purity legislation that is promi-
nent in Second Temple literature. Th ese varied discussions indicate that issues of 
purity and impurity were central to Jewish life both in Judea and the Diaspora. 
As each sect and community of Jews defi ned their relationship with the temple in 
Jerusalem, there emerged a multiplicity of interpretations of the purity legislation. 
Some groups, like the pre-70 c.e. Pharisees, strictly observed the purity laws even 
outside the temple, whereas the other groups reinterpreted the purity laws as they 
applied to their daily lives.22

Th e centrality of purity practices to Jewish life in the Second Temple period is 
supported by archaeological evidence.23 Th e discovery of mikvaot in such diverse 
places as Gamla, Sepphoris, Herodium, and Massada suggest that in Palestine the 
removal of impurity was not a rite reserved only for approaching the sacred pre-
cincts of the temple,24 but was common practice for Jews of all walks of life. Th e 
use of these immersion pools was common to the priest and the Israelite, the rich 

20. “You shall make three places, to the East of the city, separate from each other, to 
which shall come lepers and those affl  icted with a discharge and the men who have an emis-
sion of semen” (11Q19 XLVI, 16–18).

21. Shaye Cohen regards the laws excluding women and men with impurities from 
dwelling in Jerusalem as utopian. In the Temple Scroll there is also legislation regarding 
the exclusion of impure individuals from cities other than Jerusalem, in which women are 
specifi cally mentioned (11Q19 XLVIII, 14–17). See Cohen, “Menstruants and the Sacred in 
Judaism and Christianity,” in Women’s History and Ancient History (ed. Sarah B. Pomeroy; 
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1991), 278.

22. Jacob Neusner, Th e Idea of Purity in Ancient Judaism (Leiden: Brill, 1973), 65. On 
the importance of the purity laws in the Second Temple period, see also E. P. Sanders, 
Judaism: Practice and Belief: 63 BCE–66 CE (3d ed.; London: SCM Press, 1998), 214–30; 
Paula Fredriksen, “Did Jesus Oppose the Purity Laws?” Bible Review 11, no. 3 (June 1995): 
22–23.

23. On the relevant archaeological evidence, see Sanders, Judaism: Practice and Belief, 
222–29.

24. Priestly law legislates against both inadvertent (Lev 5:1–13) and deliberate (Num 
19:13) transgressions of the purity laws in which one who is impure delays their purifi cation 
beyond the prescribed period of time. Since entering the temple is not mentioned in these 
laws, it may be assumed that the requirement to purify oneself applied regardless of par-
ticipation in the cult. Signifi cantly, Josephus’s fi rst-century interpretation of the purifi cation 
laws upholds this view. He states unequivocally that any person who exceeds the appropri-
ate number of days in a state of defi lement has sinned against God and is required to make 
atonement (A.J. 3.262). Josephus’s testimony supports the archaeological evidence from the 
period, indicating that at least some groups of Jews in the fi rst century were observing pu-
rity laws outside the temple.



131A Woman’s Touch

and the poor, the Pharisees and the Sadducees, and the sectarians from Qumran. 
Beyond Judea, however, there is little material evidence to support the widespread 
practice of ritual immersion. Nonetheless, the textual evidence suggests that the 
Jews of the Diaspora also purifi ed themselves, if not through immersion, then by 
sprinkling, splashing, or hand-washing.25

Th e evidence pertaining to mikvaot and the removal of impurity during the Sec-
ond Temple period is signifi cant to the discussion of the hemorrhaging woman. It 
may not be possible to associate her with a particular sect of Judaism, nor can we 
ascertain how she may have interpreted the purity laws. Yet D’Angelo and other 
feminist scholars contend that, as long as she stayed away from the temple, her im-
purity was not a concern.26 In light of the literary and material evidence, this claim 
cannot be substantiated with any degree of certainty. In fact, it would have been 
quite the opposite situation in communities that supported mikvaot for the very 
purpose of eliminating impurity outside the temple precincts. Th ere, the woman’s 
impurity would most certainly have been of signifi cant concern.

When Selvidge argues that the purity laws are oppressive, she overlooks the 
possibility for leniency in the legislation. In viewing the legislation as specifi cally 
targeting women, Selvidge ignores the purity legislation that is directed equally to-
ward men. Finally, when she argues that transmission of impurity has serious con-
sequences, she fails to understand that in the case of the hemorrhaging woman, 
the transfer of impurity, though not desirable, was easily remedied. D’Angelo, on 
the other hand, deems the impurity of the woman to be irrelevant, disregarding 
the importance of Levitical law during the Second Temple period. Not only does 
she ignore the volume and variety of opinion pertaining to purity, she has diffi  -
culty explaining the existence of mikvaot in locations far removed from the temple 
in Jerusalem.

25. Th e Letter of Aristeas and the Sibylline Oracles mention hand-washing, but not im-
mersion (Let. Aris. 304–6; Sib. Or. 3.591–93), whereas Philo refers to περιρρανάμενοι καὶ 
ἀπολουσάμενοι, which may be translated as “aspersion and ablutions” or “sprinkling and 
bathing” (Spec. 3.205–6). On purity in the Diaspora, see the detailed discussion in E. P. 
Sanders, Jewish Law from Jesus to the Mishnah (London: SCM Press, 1990), 258–71; cf. 
idem, Judaism: Practice and Belief, 223–24.

26. In support of his thesis that menstruants were not isolated in Judaism until the 
sixth century, Cohen (“Menstruants and the Sacred,” 279) contends that during the Sec-
ond Temple period “most Jews” were not concerned with impurity outside the Temple. 
He substantiates this statement by citing the stories of the hemorrhaging women found in 
Matthew, Mark, and Luke, claiming that there is not “any indication that the woman was 
impure or suff ered any degree of isolation.” Cohen’s position is predicated on the erroneous 
assumptions that (1) the woman is portrayed equally in the three versions of the story and 
that (2) the literary representation of this one woman portrays an accurate historical reality. 
More to the point, Cohen can support his contention that impurity was not an issue outside 
the temple only by ignoring confl icting evidence, such as the very existence of mikvaot 
outside of Jerusalem. In spite of these uncertainties, D’Angelo (“Gender and Power,” 84) and 
the others (e.g., Levine, “Discharging Responsibility,” 388–89; Horsley, Hearing the Whole 
Story, 209) have unreservedly cited Cohen’s scholarship in order to substantiate their con-
tention that the impurity of the hemorrhaging woman is irrelevant.
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Between the two extreme positions off ered by feminist scholars is my view that 
the issue of impurity is essential to the narrative insofar as it relates to the health of 
the hemorrhaging woman. Supporting this view is the evidence from the Second 
Temple period, which suggests that purity issues were at the forefront of Jewish 
life and an important consideration in the various communities, including those 
of the early church. Undoubtedly, Mark and his intended audience were not only 
familiar with the purity legislation of Leviticus, they were also concerned with the 
relevance of impurity in their own community. It is with this in mind that we can 
assess the role of purity issues in the narrative of the hemorrhaging woman.

The Literary Representation of the Hemorrhaging Woman

Th e hemorrhaging woman of Mark 5:24–34 may or may not be a historical 
person, but she is certainly a literary fi gure whose identity and characteristics are 
molded to serve the rhetorical purposes of the author. It is important, therefore, 
to evaluate her literary role in the narrative relative to the intentions of the author 
and the eff ect of his word on his implied audience.

In Mark 5:25 the hemorrhaging woman is fi rst introduced into the narrative. 
She is not given a name but is only identifi ed in terms of her affl  iction: gunh\ ou}sa 
e)n r(u/sei ai#matoj, literally “a woman being in a fl ow of blood.” In the absence of 
a name or any other defi ning characteristics, it is only the woman’s condition that 
marks her identity and distinguishes her from the other characters in the story.27 
For this primary audience, as for the modern scholar, she can only be referred 
to as “the hemorrhaging woman.” Interestingly, Mark describes the woman’s dis-
tress in some detail, but he does not specify the location of the hemorrhage. Most 
scholars assume that the woman’s bleeding is vaginal.28 Others note the omission, 
suggesting that Mark would have been less shy about relaying this information 
if the bleeding had been in a less modest location.29 An opposing opinion is put 
forward by Amy-Jill Levine, who, in commenting on the Matthean version of the 
narrative, suggests that it is not clear that either Mark or Matthew had Levitical 
legislation in mind. In her view, the woman may have had a sore on her leg, breast, 
nose, and so on and was therefore ill, but not impure.30 However, it is unlikely that 
in the narrative of Mark, at least, the bleeding refers to a mere sore, since such an 
interpretation is not consistent with the author’s emphasis on the severity of the 
affl  iction nor his reliance on early Jewish tradition.31 I concur with the majority 

27. In literary characterizations, one of the functions of the proper name is to distin-
guish one character from another. On the function of the proper name, see Reinhartz, “Why 
Ask My Name?” 6–9.

28. See, e.g., D’Angelo, “Gender and Power,” 83–85; Fonrobert, “Th e Woman with a 
Blood-Flow,” 121–26.

29. Marcus, Mark 1–8, 357; cf. Hendrik van der Loos, Th e Miracles of Jesus (NovTSup 9; 
Leiden: Brill, 1965), 510 n. 1.

30. Levine, “Discharging Responsibility,” 384.
31. It is also important to consider that in the other Markan miracle stories, Jesus heals 

people with very specifi c debilitating affl  ictions. Th ese conditions include blindness (8:22–
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of scholars who assume the hemorrhage is vaginal and that the description of the 
woman is intended to allude to Lev 15 and the laws concerning purity.

Mark’s audience, being familiar with Israelite tradition, would have naturally 
interpreted this story against the backdrop of the Levitical purity laws. Th ey would 
have imagined this woman not only as ill, but also as being in a state of impurity. 
Th is impurity is a direct consequence of her illness and is therefore an integral part 
of her identity as the “hemorrhaging woman.” It must be emphasized, however, 
that it is the physical ailment, and not the ritual implications of her condition, 
that is of primary concern to the narrative. Like the paralytic and other characters 
in Mark’s Gospel, the woman is in need of physical healing, but she will have to 
undergo ritual purifi cation as well.

In describing the distress of the woman, Mark places considerable emphasis 
on the length and seriousness of the woman’s illness. Having been ill for twelve 
years, she had sought out various physicians, but their attempts to cure her had 
only made her worse. Moreover, her pursuit of a cure had exhausted her fi nan-
cial resources and resulted in her destitution.32 What is remarkable about this de-
scription is that it is the only time that Mark makes a reference to physicians in a 
healing story. Juxtaposed to this report on the ineptitude of the physicians is the 
assertion that the woman had heard about Jesus—that is, she had heard about his 
power to heal. Mark eff ectively sets up a contrast between the healing power of 
physicians, which in this case had been ineff ective, and the supernatural healing 
power of Jesus to which the woman was now turning.

Having heard about Jesus, the hemorrhaging woman seeks out his healing 
power by coming up from behind him in the crowd and touching his garment. 
Her intent is clearly established: she believes that the act of touching his clothes 
will cure her affl  iction. Th e auditor recalls that other sick people wanted to touch 
Jesus because they expected to be healed.33 Unlike the previous incidents, however, 

26; 10:46–52), deafness (7:31–37), paralysis (2:3–12), and a withered hand (3:1–6). It is logi-
cal to assume that the hemorrhage of the woman was at least as debilitating as these other 
conditions and that the healing of her condition was equally life transforming.

32. Th e “length of distress” motif found in Mark 5:26 is quite common in miracle stories, 
especially those concerned with illness (Mark 9:21; Luke 13:11; Acts 3:2; 4:22; 9:33; 14:8; 
John 5:5; 9:1). According to Gerd Th iessen (Th e Miracle Stories of the Early Christian Tradi-
tion trans. Francis McDonagh; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983, 51–52), the counterpoint to 
this reference to the past is a projection into the future. If, aft er twelve years of illness, the 
woman has only become worse, the woman’s prognosis for the future can only be deteriora-
tion of her condition, or what may be referred to as the “tendency to an unhappy ending.”

33. In Mark 3:10, it states that “all who had diseases pressed upon him to touch him” 
(cf. Mark 6:56). In the Markan version the woman touches his garment (i(mati/ou). Mar-
cus comments that the passage presupposes that the power resident in Jesus’ body can be 
stored, tapped, or transferred to other physical objects (Mark 1–8, 359). Both of the parallel 
accounts (Matt 9:20; Luke 8:44) indicate that the woman specifi cally touches the hem of 
his garment (tou= kraspe/dou tou= i(mati/ou au)tou~), thereby alluding to the fringe (tciyci) of 
Num 15:37–41. Since, in ancient Israel, the hem was considered an extension of the per-
son and his authority (see 1 Sam 24:5–12), it is an appropriate and even likely conduit of 
Jesus’ power. However, Mark seemingly misses the opportunity to refer to earlier tradition. 
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this woman is not forthright in her approach to Jesus. Rather, she comes up behind 
Jesus in a calculated move, which suggests a need for circumvention. Th is circu-
itous approach to Jesus is necessitated by her impurity, for, although her primary 
intent is to be healed, she realizes that her touch transmits impurity.34 Lest she be 
prevented from touching Jesus, she approaches from behind, touching only his 
clothes, for she may have thought: “What the eye does not see the heart does not 
grieve over.”35

As the narrative approaches a climax, Mark’s attention to literary detail is cru-
cial. Th e narrator’s role in the story becomes explicit as he relays information, let-
ting the audience know about the woman’s intention and action before Jesus is 
aware of it. Th ey are also aware that she is impure and that her touch transmits her 
impurity. Th e tension in the text is unmistakable. She needs healing by a touch, 
but that touch will transmit impurity to her healer. As the sense of drama builds, 
the audience cannot help but wonder: Will the woman’s touch contaminate Jesus 
or eff ect a cure? Th e urgency of the silent question is met with the response of 
the narrator, who proclaims that “immediately (eu)qu/j) her hemorrhage stopped” 
(v. 29). Here the narrator knows what only the woman can know: there has been 
a cessation of the blood-fl ow within her body. Jesus knows immediately (eu)qu/j) 
that the power has gone forth from him, but he does not know where it has gone. 
At this point, the audience also knows more than Jesus does: they realize that the 
power of healing has been transmitted from Jesus to the woman and that Jesus has 
apparently not been aff ected by contact with her impurity. Seemingly, the transfer 
of impurity from the woman to Jesus has no consequences, perhaps because of his 
unique status. Anyone else would have surely been considered impure until the 
evening.

Among the literary devices that Mark uses, irony is most prominent in the 
physical interaction between the hemorrhaging woman and Jesus. Th e woman’s 
touch transferred impurity to Jesus, but despite this fact there is a transfer of heal-
ing power in the other direction, from Jesus to the woman. At the heart of this 
irony is important information that Mark seeks to convey to his audience regard-
ing the healing power of Jesus. First, the power of healing is so potent that it can be 
transferred from contact with Jesus’ clothing. Second, the power goes forth from 
Jesus without him being aware of the woman or her affl  iction. His lack of either 

I would speculate that Mark purposefully omitted any reference to Jesus’ fringes in order 
to avoid any interpretation that they have “magical” power. See the discussion below on the 
supernatural power of Jesus.

34. A number of scholars suggest that the woman’s circuitous approach is on account of 
her impurity. See, e.g., Marcus, Mark 1–8, 358–59; Vincent Taylor, Th e Gospel according to 
St Mark (London: Macmillan, 1952), 290; van der Loos, Th e Miracles of Jesus, 510.

35. Bas M. F. van Iersel, Mark: A Reader-Response Commentary (JSNTSup 164; Sheffi  eld: 
Sheffi  eld Academic Press, 1998), 205. Fonrobert (“Th e Woman with the Blood-Flow,” 134) 
observes that the woman does not commit any transgression of the purity laws when she 
touches Jesus. Th e legislation does not proscribe passing on impurity, but rather provides a 
remedy in the event that an individual contracts a secondary impurity, requiring washing of 
the clothes and bathing. Th e individual remains impure only until evening.
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knowledge or intent is emphasized when he abruptly turn around and asks, “Who 
touched my clothes” (v. 29).36 By all indications, it was not Jesus’ decision to bring 
about healing, but rather it was the will of God. Th us the healing power of Jesus 
is authenticated as the power of God. Finally, when the woman’s touch results in 
the cessation of her blood-fl ow, the contrast set up earlier (v. 26) between the su-
pernatural healing of God and the natural healing of physicians is clarifi ed. God’s 
power is indeed greater than the power of medicine.

Th e narrative of the hemorrhaging woman is concluded aft er the woman iden-
tifi es herself to Jesus and tells him the truth regarding what she had done. He 
responds, “Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in peace, and be healed of 
your disease.” In addressing the woman, Jesus refers to her as daughter, indicating 
that the change in her physical condition has also resulted in a change to her iden-
tity. She is no longer the “woman” with a fl ow of blood, but has been transformed 
into a “daughter” within the community. Moreover, this transformation has come 
about not by the will of Jesus, but by the profound faith of the woman. Th e Markan 
Jesus eff ectively confi rms the change in the woman’s physical status and empha-
sizes the indispensable role of faith in healing. Th e message to the audience is ex-
plicit: just as this woman believed (v. 28) and her faith made her well, you may also 
have access to the power of Jesus if only you too will believe. Hence, the woman is 
held up as a model of faith in the community.

Jesus’ fi nal words to the woman are grounded in the Jewish literary tradition. 
First, he uses a common expression of leave-taking, “go in peace” (u3page ei)j 
ei0rh/nhn), which corresponds to the Hebrew Mwl#l ykl.37 Th e use of this phrase is 
juxtaposed with a second injunction, “be healed of your disease” (i!sqi u(gih\j a0po\ 
th=j ma/stigo/j sou). At fi rst glance, these words seem oddly placed and redun-
dant. Aft er telling the woman that she has been made well because of her faith, 
Jesus immediately tells her to be healed. Th e statement is best understood against 
the background of Jewish purity law and its distinction, in the case of the zabah, 
between the cessation of the blood-fl ow, healing, and purifi cation. In accordance 
with Lev 15:28–30, the cessation of the blood-fl ow is the fi rst indication of a cure, 
but healing can be verifi ed only aft er the counting of seven days.38 It is only aft er 
this specifi ed period of time that a woman is considered completely healed from 
her disease and thereby undergoes the purifi cation procedure. Jesus’ fi nal words to 
the woman allude to the purity laws and present Jesus as advocating their obser-
vance. Now that her faith has eff ected a reversal of her condition, she should count 
her seven days, verify that she is healed, and undergo the appropriate purifi cation 

36. Further emphasis on Jesus’ lack of knowledge is found in the response of the disci-
ples: “You see the crowd pressing in on you; how can you say, ‘Who touched me?’ ” (v. 31).

37. See, e.g., 1 Sam 1:17.
38. “When she becomes clean (hrFhj+f) of her discharge, she shall count seven days, and 

aft er that she shall be clean (rhf+;t@i)” (Lev 15:28). Milgrom points out that the word rhj+f 
indicates her physical state and not ritual purifi cation. It is the usage of the word rhj+f that 
here indicates ritual purifi cation (Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 944). Obviously, if her blood-
fl ow resumed during the seven-day period, her healing would not be verifi ed and there 
could be no purifi cation.
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rites. Th e audience, being familiar with the purity laws, would pick up on the al-
lusion to Lev 15. Th ey would also recall that, earlier in Mark’s narrative, the leper 
healed by Jesus was given similar, albeit more explicit, instruction to present him-
self to the priest for the appropriate cleansing and purifi cations rites (1:44).

In the narrative of the hemorrhaging woman, as in the story of the leper, Mark 
presents Jesus as operating within the framework of the purity legislation. Both 
individuals have conditions that induce a severe form of impurity, both are made 
well through physical contact with Jesus that is miraculous, and both are subse-
quently advised to undergo the appropriate purifi cation rituals which are technical 
in nature. Each of these stories focuses on the health of the individual and the mi-
raculous healing power of Jesus. Taken together, they demonstrate a consistency in 
the Markan Jesus’ attitude toward the purity laws applicable to the ill and infi rm, 
a stance that is particularly convincing for the very reason that it is incidental to 
both narratives.

Th ere is no evidence to show that Jesus abrogates the purity laws, as Selvidge 
claims. Th e central story of Jesus in this narrative is about miracles, not about 
purity. Th e point of the story is not the abrogation of purity laws, but the miracu-
lous healing powers of Jesus. Certainly if the abrogation of the Law were the main 
concern of the narrative, one would expect an explicit polemic against the purity 
legislation, similar to the one given in Mark 7:1–23 with respect to washing the 
hands before eating. Yet here the Markan Jesus is silent on the matter of the Law.39 
Feminist scholars advocating this position may argue that there is a polemic im-
plicit in the narrative, since by allowing the hemorrhaging woman to touch him, 
Jesus seems to be abrogating the purity laws. Yet even this argument is weak, for 
it is evident that Jesus was not even aware of the woman’s presence before that all-
important touch, so how could he have made a conscious choice to allow it? More-
over, if the intention of the Markan Jesus were to “allow” the woman’s touch, would 
his message not have been stronger if the touch had been directly to his person, 
and not indirectly to his clothing? Mark simply does not make purity an explicit 
concern of the narrative. Th is is especially obvious at the crucial moment in the 
narrative when the woman touches Jesus’ clothing and the narrator focuses exclu-
sively on the transfer of healing power and the cessation of the woman’s blood-
fl ow. Th e impurity that would have been presumably transferred to Jesus is never 
mentioned. Here, as in the rest of the narrative, it is the health of the woman and 
not her impurity that is the primary issue of concern.

Th e narrative of the hemorrhaging woman is, fi rst and foremost, a miracle story 
concerning healing. A woman who is ill seeks and obtains a reversal of her con-
dition because she has faith in Jesus. By defi nition, the woman’s affl  iction has a 
secondary component: impurity. Th is impurity is alluded to in the story and is 
essential to the progression of the narrative. She approaches Jesus furtively because 
of her impurity and sets up a situation in which Jesus’ power to heal is transmitted 
without his awareness. Th ese circumstances are carefully constructed to authen-

39. So D’Angelo, “Gender and Power,” 91.
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ticate the power of Jesus as being supernatural—the power of God. Th is power is 
accessible to anyone, even the impure. Th e only requirement is faith.

The Hemorrhaging Woman, Impurity, and Mark’s Rhetorical Agenda

In the narrative of the hemorrhaging woman, Mark uses rhetorical devices to 
convince his audience that (1) the healing power of Jesus is the supernatural power 
of God, (2) his power is superior to the human power of medicine, and (3) his 
power is accessible to anyone who has faith. Mark further emphasizes this three-
fold message through the use of intercalation, the insertion of this story into the 
middle of the narrative concerning Jairus’s daughter. Th e purpose of such interpo-
lation in the Markan narrative is always interpretive, enabling the framing story 
to be understood against the background of the inside narrative and vice versa.40 
Mark skillfully draws comparisons between the hemorrhaging woman and the 
dead girl as Jesus restores each of them to health.41 It is through carefully craft ed 
similarities and contrasts that the woman and girl are connected to one another 
and the narratives intertwine, enabling the auditor to derive the essential meaning 
of the evangelist’s message.

As miracle stories the two narratives share some similar motifs, including the 
presence of the crowd, obstacles to healing, and the transfer of power through 
touch.42 Both the woman and the girl are in desperate circumstances, the fi rst in 
her blood-fl ow and the second by her impending death. Th e similarity between 
the two affl  ictions is readily apparent to the auditor of the ancient world who per-
ceives the woman’s condition in terms of the life force fl owing out of her. Both 
woman and girl are physically and metaphorically crossing the line between life 
and death.43 When the girl dies, the tie between the two shift s from a health issue 
to a purity issue, for in death the girl becomes a quintessential source of impurity.44 

40. Elizabeth Struthers Malbon, “Narrative Criticism: How Does the Story Mean?” in 
Mark and Method: New Approaches in Biblical Studies (ed. Janice Capel Anderson and Ste-
phen Moore; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 39.

41. It is signifi cant that the hemorrhaging woman is introduced just aft er Jairus, the 
synagogue leader, pleads with Jesus to heal his dying daughter. Both woman and girl remain 
nameless, but the contrast between the two is readily apparent. Unlike the girl who lives in 
an affl  uent family and has a father to act as her advocate, the hemorrhaging woman is ap-
parently destitute and alone. Th is contrast not only places emphasis on the despair of the 
woman but also underscores the message that Jesus’ power is accessible to all, regardless of 
social status.

42. Falling to the knees is also a motif found in both miracle stories. Just as Jairus falls 
to his knees to request a miracle (cf. Mark 1:40; 5:6; 7:26), so too does the hemorrhaging 
woman fall to her knees to confess aft er a miracle (cf. Matt 14:33; Luke 5:8; 17:16). See 
Th iessen, Miracle Stories, 53.

43. On the association of blood with life and its loss with death, see Milgrom, Leviticus 
1–16, 766–68.

44. In accordance with the purity laws in Num 19:11–21, a corpse transfers the most 
virulent form of impurity. Anyone who touches a corpse or enters a dwelling in which there 
is a dead body is rendered impure for seven days, during which time their impurity may be 
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Both are in a state of impurity that is transmittable through touch, and yet both are 
restored to health through contact with Jesus. Signifi cantly, the narrative of Jairus’s 
daughter, like that of the hemorrhaging woman, is told against a background of 
illness, which generates impurity.

Two statements regarding faith frame the death of the girl, as Mark intertwines 
the two narratives so that the message of one is echoed and emphasized by the 
other. Jesus’ claim that the woman’s faith made her well (v. 34) is immediately fol-
lowed by a message regarding the girl’s death (v. 35) and Jesus’ directive to Jairus: 
“Do not fear, only believe” (v. 36). Th e message is clear: as the faith of the hemor-
rhaging woman made her well, so, too, will Jairus’s faith bring about his daughter’s 
restoration to life.

Once again, the miraculous power of Jesus is affi  rmed as he revives the girl.45 
Touching her on the hand, he speaks to the girl in their native Aramaic, saying ta-
litha koum, meaning “Little girl, get up” (v. 41).46 As in the narrative of the hemor-
rhaging woman, it is through the touch of Jesus that healing is found.47 Inevitably, 
the girl responds to Jesus’ miraculous power by getting up and walking. It is only 

transmitted to others. Th at these laws were widely observed in the Second Temple period 
is attested in Philo (Spec. 3.205–9), Josephus (A.J. 4.81), the Dead Sea Scrolls (11Q19 XLIX, 
16–17; L, 10–14; 1QM XIV, 2–3), and the rabbinic texts (t. Par. 3.14; 10.2; 5.6; 7.4).

45. It is interesting to note that in both her impending death (v. 23) and death (v. 35) 
the child is referred to as “daughter,” but in her sleep (v. 39) and her recovery (v. 41) she is a 
“girl.” Th e transition from death to life transforms the “daughter” into a “girl” in much the 
same way as the hemorrhaging woman experiences a transition from “woman” to “daugh-
ter” through her interaction with Jesus. Both experience life-affi  rming changes in their 
identities.

46. Th is Aramaic phrase and its translation are omitted from the parallel stories in Mat-
thew and Luke. Commenting on the narrative in Matthew, D’Angelo (“Gender and Power,” 
102) suggests that this omission may have been made “in order to avoid the impression 
that Jesus used magic words in the cure.” Certainly, the use of foreign words was a common 
feature of magical incantations, and it is entirely possible that Mark’s primary audience 
would have interpreted Jesus’ healing of the girl as magic, rather than a miracle. We may 
speculate that Mark’s inclusion of the Aramaic phrase was part of his rhetoric, his intention 
being to call attention to the magical possibilities and then to expose the secret and destroy 
the magic power of the work by off ering a translation. He thus affi  rms that Jesus’ power 
is miracle and not magic in the same way as he authenticates the power of miracle over 
medicine in the narrative of the hemorrhaging woman. On medicine, miracle, and magic 
as competing modes of healing in Judaism and the traditions of the late Hellenistic world, 
see Howard Clark Kee, Medicine, Miracle, and Magic in New Testament Times (SNTSMS 55; 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 2–4. On the use of magic in Mark, see also 
John M. Hull, Hellenistic Magic and the Synoptic Tradition (SBT, 2d ser., 28; London: SCM 
Press, 1974), 85; Wendy Cotter, Miracles in Greco-Roman Antiquity: A Sourcebook (London: 
Routledge, 1999), 246.

47. At the point where Jesus touches the girl, the concern regarding impurity is inciden-
tal since Jesus was presumably exposed to corpse contamination upon entering the house. 
As in the narrative of the hemorrhaging woman, there appear to be no consequences to 
Jesus on account of his exposure to impurity. Two possibilities for interpretation present 
themselves: (1) Jesus is not aff ected because of his unique status or (2) the very presence of 
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then that the narrator imparts one last piece of information to his intended audi-
ence, adding parenthetically that the girl is twelve years old. On a literary level, 
the repetition of this symbolic number solidifi es the connection between the girl 
and the hemorrhaging woman, who, it will be recalled, endured her condition for 
twelve years. In physical terms both the girl and the woman are associated with 
death, the former because she purportedly dies and the latter because her condi-
tion not only threatened her life, it also precluded the possibility that she would 
bring new life into the world by bearing children. Moreover, the woman’s hem-
orrhage had profound theological implications, for in accordance with Levitical 
discourse the loss of vaginal blood was associated with the loss of seed. It signifi ed 
“the diminution of life and, if unchecked, destruction and death.”48 Mark exploits 
this tension between life and death with rhetorical expertise, equating the dura-
tion of the woman’s deathly condition with the life span of the girl and the moment 
of the woman’s restoration to life with the girl’s death. In the end, however, Jesus 
symbolically raises them both from death, restoring the woman’s capacity to bear 
children and reviving the girl as she reaches the threshold of her child-bearing 
years. Life prevails over death, along with the distinctly feminine potential to bring 
forth new life.

Th e recovery of the girl and the healing of the woman are inextricably con-
nected, as Mark’s message to his audience becomes clear in the joint interpretation 
of the narratives. Taken together, these stories authenticate Jesus’ power as divine 
and demonstrate that all who have faith have access to this power. Th is includes 
both the impure and the daughters of the community whose ailments represent 
the health concerns specifi c to women. Th rough his use of rhetoric, Mark does 
more than just report on two miracles. He also demonstrates how they fi t into the 
larger framework of meaning in the mission of Jesus.49

Conclusion

Mark 5:24–34 presents a woman who is desperately ill. She has been hemor-
rhaging for twelve years. All medical treatments have failed her. Not only is she 
physically ill, but she is also ritually impure. Mark has carefully craft ed the el-
ements of his story, inviting us to share in this woman’s desperation, her pain, 
and her hopelessness. Th e narrative generates a tension, which in its resolution 
presents the message that Mark wants to convey to his audience. I assert that this 
message is as follows: “Faith in Jesus brings healing, even when all else fails.” Th is 
refl ects Mark’s Christology, and this is the main thrust of the story.

Jesus in the house negates the status of the girl. Supporting the latter interpretation is Jesus’ 
claim upon arrival at the house: “Th e child is not dead, but sleeping” (v. 39).

48. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 767.
49. In Mark, miracle is not an end in itself, but rather speaks to issues that are impor-

tant to the primary audience. For example, the healing of the man with the withered hand 
(3:1–6) addresses the issue of work on the Sabbath in much the same way as the healing of 
the paralytic (2:1–12) authenticates Jesus’ authority to pronounce forgiveness of sin. On the 
signifi cance of the healing stories, see Kee, Miracle in the Early Christian World, 162–63.
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Th e scholarly debate over this pericope is really about the resolution of the ten-
sion within the narrative, about the message that Mark wants to convey. Accord-
ing to Selvidge, Mark’s message is that the purity laws are obsolete, and therefore 
they are now null and void. She argues that the very touch of the hemorrhaging 
woman nullifi es the restrictions of her impurity. Th is touch becomes a symbol of 
the Christian woman’s liberation from the allegedly oppressive purity laws. Sel-
vidge’s resolution of the pericope focuses primarily on the woman’s impurity, an 
element that certainly adds tension to the story. For her, it is the abrogation of the 
purity laws that solves the woman’s problems and brings the story to a satisfying 
conclusion. In focusing her argument exclusively on the purity issue, however, 
Selvidge deemphasizes and almost totally ignores another source of narrative ten-
sion: the physical affl  iction from which the hemorrhaging woman suff ers. In her 
feminist interpretation, the woman’s deteriorating physical condition remains sec-
ondary, her healing incidental, and the narrative tension pertaining to these issues 
unresolved.

D’Angelo resolves the narrative tension through a Christological approach to 
the narrative, and in doing so suggests that the purity laws were not abrogated, but 
rather they were irrelevant ab initio. In refusing to acknowledge the signifi cance 
of the woman’s impurity in the text, she eff ectively ignores an important source of 
narrative tension—a tension that would have been clearly understood by Mark’s 
audience. As shown, impurity is a fundamental component of the woman’s condi-
tion and therefore of her identity and role designation. Moreover, the issue of her 
impurity is vital to the progression of the plot. Th e woman’s impurity not only 
explains why she approaches Jesus in a furtive manner rather than directly, it also 
sheds light upon Jesus’ seemingly redundant command to the woman to be healed 
aft er the cessation of her blood-fl ow has already been established. Th ese details 
concerning the woman’s impurity make an essential contribution to the power of 
the narrative, which D’Angelo ignores. Consequently, she too leaves part of the 
narrative tension unresolved.

Levine, like D’Angelo, supports the contention that impurity is irrelevant to the 
narrative. She argues that the hemorrhaging woman’s condition may not be vagi-
nal bleeding at all and that the hemorrhage may, in fact, originate from some other 
part of the body. If Levine were correct, and the ailment is other than woman-
specifi c, why then is this woman diff erent from any other of the affl  icted in Mark’s 
Gospel: the blind, the deaf, or the man with the withered arm? In my view, the 
poignancy of the entire pericope is predicated on her being a woman and on her 
having an illness that aff ects her feminine role in bearing children. In other words, 
what makes a feminist reading of this story so signifi cant is that the narrative spe-
cifi cally concerns Jesus’ ministry to women with women’s issues. When, however, 
the woman’s vaginal hemorrhage is misinterpreted as a generic form of bleeding, 
the very issue of her being a woman becomes incidental to the narrative.

I have proposed a feminist reading of Mark 5:24–34 that emphasizes the wom-
an’s health as the central concern of the narrative. Signifi cantly, the hemorrhaging 
woman’s ailment is specifi c to women and has implications with respect to her 
ability to bear children. As a result of her condition, she is also ritually impure: 
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a metaphysical state that cannot be remedied until aft er her physical condition is 
healed. Just as there are implications resulting from her physical ailment, there are 
also implications arising from her metaphysical state. She cannot approach Jesus 
directly. Furtively, almost indirectly, she reaches out and touches Jesus’ garment. 
Her touch is her affi  rmation of faith. It is through this faith that the woman is able 
to connect with the miraculous, and it is this faith that acts as the vehicle through 
which the various dimensions of narrative tension are resolved. Th e woman’s faith 
brings her healing and restores her ability to bear children. Her healing enables 
her to undergo ritual purifi cation so that she may, once again, take her full place in 
society. Mark’s message is not about the abrogation of the purity laws. It is about 
a woman’s faith: her affi  rmation that Jesus’ power is the supernatural power of 
God. Undoubtedly, this power is superior to that of medicine, for Jesus succeeds 
even when the physicians have failed. In the end, faith in Jesus brings about a total 
reversal in the circumstance of the hemorrhaging woman and ultimately resolves 
all elements of the narrative tension. 

Th e evangelist’s message can be as powerful for the modern Christian woman 
as it was for the members of the Markan community. It asserts that there are no 
obstacles too great or ailments too inconsequential for the ministry of Jesus. All 
who are in need of healing may partake of his miraculous power: the sick, the 
childless, and those affl  icted with ailments specifi c to women. Th us, the narrative 
of the hemorrhaging woman recalls Jesus’ ministry to women and affi  rms that 
they, like their male counterparts, may gain access to his power. To do so, they 
need only recognize the signifi cance of the woman’s touch.
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From Priestly Torah to Christ Cultus:
The Re-Vision of Covenant and Cult in Hebrews

Th e Epistle to the Hebrews off ers a vision of a new covenant (7:22) mediated 
by Christ, a sinless and eternal high priest (7:26).1 It is through Christ’s perfect 
off ering of his own blood (9:12) that he atoned for the sins of the people, once 
and for all time, rendering obsolete the Israelite cult and its ineff ective sacrifi ces.2 
Fundamental to this theological vision is a comparative scheme, in which the con-
cept of covenant is reinterpreted from a cultic perspective.3 As the new covenant is 
contrasted with the old (Mosaic) covenant, the priesthood of Christ is compared 
with the Levitical priesthood, the heavenly sanctuary with the earthly tent and 
Christ’s sacrifi ce with the bloody sacrifi ces of Leviticus. In each case the new order 
of Christ is affi  rmed as superior or more perfect, while its counterpart in the old 
order is denounced as fl awed, weak, or inadequate.

Essential to the association of covenant and cult in Hebrews is the author’s un-
derstanding of the Law. Here the Law does not represent Mosaic Law in its entirety 
but is confi ned almost exclusively to the priestly Torah, or cultic law of Leviticus.4 
Th e priestly Torah serves a dual but somewhat contradictory role in the argumen-
tation of Hebrews. It provides the comparative categories through which the au-

1. A version of this essay was presented at the 2004 Annual Meeting of the Canadian So-
ciety of Biblical Studies in Winnipeg, Manitoba. I would like to thank Dr. Stephen Wester-
holm for reading and commenting on an earlier draft .

2. Chester suggests that this is the main argument of Hebrews. See A. N. Chester, “He-
brews: Th e Final Sacrifi ce,” in Sacrifi ce and Redemption (ed. S. W. Sykes; Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1991), 57; cf. Lehne, who contends that the Christ event is “the 
perfect fulfi llment of the cultic heritage of Israel.” See Susanne Lehne, Th e New Covenant in 
Hebrews (JSNTSup 44; Sheffi  eld: JSOT Press, 1990), 119.

3. Lehne, Th e New Covenant, 119. 
4. Israelite cultic law is primarily found in Leviticus, with constituent parts of the priestly 

stratum also occurring in Genesis, Exodus, and Numbers. In the priestly stratum the word 
“Torah” is used to signify the content of instruction as it pertains to various cultic rituals. In 
the same sense the phrase “priestly Torah” is used here in reference to priestly instruction 
pertaining to the cult, including that which the priests have been taught and that which they 
in turn teach to the Israelites (Exod 12:49; Lev 6:2, 7, 18; 7:1, 7, 11, 37; 14:5–7; Num 15:29; 
19:2, 14). See Baruch A. Levine, Th e JPS Torah Commentary: Leviticus (Philadelphia: Jewish 
Publication Society, 1989), 34.
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thor validates the continuity of the Christ event with Israelite tradition: covenant, 
priesthood, and sacrifi ce.

At the same time, however, it becomes the quintessential foil against which the 
superiority of the new order is established, affi  rming the discontinuity of Israelite 
tradition. Inevitably, the new order is established with a new covenant, a superior 
high priest, and a better sacrifi ce, but there is no new Law. In Hebrews the Law 
belongs to the old order.5 It is not salvageable.

Hebrews’ denunciation of the Law is established indirectly through a sustained 
criticism of the Mosaic covenant and Israelite cult.6 While the tone of the argu-
ment refl ects a negative view of Judaism, the polemic is not typical of anti-Judaism 
in the ancient world, which is characterized by attacks on Sabbath, circumcision, 
and dietary laws.7 Th ese distinctly Jewish rites are rarely, if ever, mentioned in the 
epistle.8 Instead, the author takes a unique stand against Judaism and its Law, by 
focusing on the Israelite cult as an obsolete order that has been replaced by the 
Christ cultus.

Th e present study will examine Hebrews’ portrayal of Judaism as it pertains 
to the covenant and cult. First, it will demonstrate that the author’s criticism is 
skillfully and deliberately formulated as part of a broader polemic against Juda-
ism. Second, this study will establish that this systematic denigration of Jewish 
covenant and cult points to what Hebrews views as a fundamental fl aw of the Law: 
its mechanism of atonement through the sacrifi cial cult is antithetical to the belief 

5. According to Lehne (Th e New Covenant, 27), Hebrews indicates that the Law was 
spoken and mediated by angels (2:2), Although this aspect of the Law may be regarded in a 
positive light, this form of revelation is nevertheless considered inferior to the word directly 
given by the Lord (2:3) or the Son (1:1–2).

6. Th ere are thirteen explicit references to nomos in Hebrews, all of which are associ-
ated with either covenant (7:19; 8:10; 9:19; 10:8, 16, 28), priesthood (7:5, 12, 16, 28; 8:4), 
or sacrifi ce (9:22; 10:1). Th e only usage of nomos that off ers a more direct critique of the 
Law is found in the parenthetical comment of 7:19, where it states, “the law made nothing 
perfect.”

7. Th e question of “anti-Judaism” in Hebrews is a subject of scholarly debate. Wall and 
Lane, for example, dismiss the anti-Judaism of Hebrews by justifying it as hermeneutical 
method. See Robert W. Wall and William L. Lane, “Polemic in Hebrews and the Catholic 
Epistles,” in Anti-Semitism and Early Christianity: Issues of Polemic and Faith (ed. Craig A. 
Evans and Donald A. Hagner; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 181. In opposition to this view, 
Wilson states, “Th e author of Hebrews knew enough about Judaism to know what he was 
doing, and the positive Christological case he makes could have been made, in principle, 
without the gratuitous denigration of things central to the Jewish tradition.” See Stephen G. 
Wilson, Related Strangers: Jews and Christians, 70–170 C.E. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 
122. Although I agree that a polemic against Judaism, its covenant, and cult is both explicit 
and implicit throughout the epistle, I do not fi nd the application of the term “anti-Judaism” 
helpful here.

8. In Greco-Roman literature the distinctive character of the Jews and their religion is 
oft en associated with these three practices. See Peter Schäfer, Judeophobia: Attitudes toward 
the Jews in the Ancient World (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 66–105.



145From Priestly Torah to Christ Cultus

in salvation through Christ. Finally, consideration will be given to the function of 
this theological argumentation in the socio-historical context of Hebrews.

Christ Covenant versus Mosaic Covenant

In Hebrews the term διαθήκη, “covenant,” is used to refer to both the Mosaic 
covenant and the new covenant promised in Jer 31:31–34 and fulfi lled in Christ. 
Th e “fi rst” covenant (8:7, 13; 9:1, 15) was established by God aft er he brought the 
Israelites out of Egypt (8:9). It was inaugurated with the blood of a sacrifi ce off ered 
by Moses:

Hence not even the fi rst covenant was inaugurated without blood. For when every 
commandment had been told to all the people by Moses in accordance with the 
law, he took the blood of calves and goats, with water and scarlet wool and hyssop 
and sprinkled both the scroll itself and all the people, saying, “Th is is the blood of 
the covenant that God has ordained for you.” And in the same way he sprinkled 
with the blood both the tent and all the vessels used in worship. Indeed, under the 
law almost everything is purifi ed with blood, and without the shedding of blood 
there is no forgiveness of sins. (Heb 9:18–22)9 

Th e epistle off ers a direct account of Moses’ inauguration of the covenant in 
Exod 24:1–8, placing particular emphasis on cultic imagery, and especially blood. 
Here the author of Hebrews interprets the covenant ceremony from his own theo-
logical point of departure—the Christ event.

Th e use of blood in the inauguration of the Mosaic covenant foreshadows the 
new covenant that will be established with Christ’s blood.10 As such, Moses’ refer-
ence to “the blood of the covenant” refers to both the animal sacrifi ce of the fi rst 
covenant and the blood of Christ that establishes the second. 

Th at Hebrews reinterprets the covenant ceremony in light of an unforeseen 
fulfi llment is not particularly unusual. Th e biblical text lends itself to a multitude 
of interpretations, which are oft en augmented by minor additions, omissions, or 
changes in emphasis. Yet the author of Hebrews goes beyond interpretation, mak-
ing deliberate revisions to the text, so that it conforms to his Christological vision 
of the new order.11 Th e drastic nature of these revisions becomes apparent when 
Heb 9:18–22 is compared to its source in Exodus:

And Moses wrote all the words of the Lord; and Moses rose up early in the morn-
ing, and built an altar under the mountain, and set up twelve stones for the twelve 
tribes of Israel. And he sent forth the young men of the children of Israel, and 
they off ered whole burnt-off erings, and they sacrifi ced young calves as a peace-
off ering to God. And Moses took half the blood and poured it into bowls, and half 
the blood he poured out upon the altar. And he took the book of the covenant and 
read it in the ears of the people, and they said, “All things whatsoever the Lord has 

9. Unless otherwise indicated, translations from the New Testament are from the nrsv.
10. Craig R. Koester, Hebrews (AB 36; New York: Doubleday, 2001), 426.
11. Mary Rose D’Angelo, Moses in the Letter to the Hebrews (SBLDS 42; Missoula, MT: 

Scholars Press, 1979), 243.
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spoken we will do and hearken therein.” And Moses took the blood and sprinkled 
it upon the people, and said, “Behold the blood of the covenant, which the Lord 
has made with you concerning all these words.” (Exod 24:4–8, lxx)

When Heb 9:18–22 is read in conjunction with the Septuagint account of the 
covenant ceremony, it becomes apparent that the epistle has introduced two new 
elements in its revision. First, the author of Hebrews assumes a strong association 
between the covenant and the cult. He emphasizes this connection by merging 
the covenant ceremony with the consecration of the tent found in Num 7:1, so 
that the initiation of covenant and cult take place together on the altar. Accord-
ingly, the sprinkling of the people during the covenant ceremony is followed by 
the sprinkling of the tent and cultic vessels. Th e association of covenant and cult 
is further emphasized with the use of the word ἐγκεκαίνισται, “was inaugurated.”12 
In the lxx this verb is used in a cultic context with respect to the altar (Num 
7:10, 88) and the temple (3 Kgdms 8:63; 2 Chr 7:5), but never in reference to the 
covenant.13

In incorporating cultic language into the covenant ceremony, the author of the 
epistle draws attention to the cultic aspect of the event. In Hebrews the Mosaic 
covenant is a cultic order. A second element in Hebrews’ revision of the covenant 
ceremony is found in the association of the blood of the covenant with purifi ca-
tion and atonement, a connection that is entirely absent from the Exodus account. 
Th is idea is established through a series of revisions pertaining to the covenantal 
sacrifi ce. For example, in the Exodus account young calves are off ered in the form 
of whole burnt off erings and a peace off ering to God. In the Hebrews account, 
however, neither of these sacrifi ces is mentioned, presumably because they do not 
usually serve an expiatory function.14 Instead, the epistle indicates that goats and 
bulls were off ered in sacrifi ce, alluding to the use of the animals required for the 
Yom Kippur ritual of communal atonement.15

In Hebrews, the atoning function of the covenant ceremony is further empha-
sized through the sprinkling of blood as a means of purifi cation. Th e text envisions 
two separate sprinklings, the fi rst over the scroll of the covenant and the people, 
and the second over the tent and the cultic vessels. In the Exodus account there 
is only one sprinkling of blood: half the blood is poured on the altar and half 
sprinkled on the people in a ritual act that cements the relationship between God 

12. Cf. Heb 10:20.
13. D’Angelo, Moses in the Letter, 244–45.
14. Th e peace off ering was only used on joyous occasions, whereas the burnt off ering 

initially had a variety of functions corresponding to almost every conceivable psychological 
need including the need for expiation (Lev 1:4). Evidence suggests that in the early stages 
of the Israelite cult the burnt off ering was the exclusive expiatory sacrifi ce, but with the 
introduction of the sin and guilt off erings (ninth to eighth centuries b.c.e.) there was a shift  
in emphasis from sinfulness to rejoicing. On the function of the burnt off ering, see Jacob 
Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16 (AB 3; New York: Doubleday, 1991), 172–77.

15. D’Angelo, Moses in the Letter, 245–46.
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and Israel.16 Hebrews, however, does not recognize the function of blood as bind-
ing the two parties in the covenant. Rather, it insists on the purifying and atoning 
function of sacrifi cial blood, as a precursor to Christ’s sacrifi ce. In service to its 
Christological agenda, Hebrews omits all references to the dividing of the blood 
and the pouring of the blood onto the altar.17 Th e image of covenant binding is 
then replaced by an allusion to purifi cation, as the sacrifi cial blood is mixed with 
water, scarlet wool, and hyssop.18

Th e second sprinkling of blood in the Hebrews account is based not on the 
covenant ceremony but on the consecration of the tent in Num 7:1:

And it came to pass in the day in which Moses fi nished the setting up of the 
tabernacle, that he anointed it, and consecrated it, and all its furniture, and the 
altar and all its furniture, he even anointed them, and consecrated them. (Num 
7:1, lxx)

In the context of Numbers this text forms a literary bridge between the legal 
material that precedes it and the account of the chieft ain’s initiatory gift s that fol-
low. More detailed accounts of the consecration of the tent are to be found in the 
command to consecrate the altar (Exod 40:9, 11) and its fulfi llment (Lev 8:10–11). 
Why, then, does the author choose the abbreviated version in Numbers?19 A super-
fi cial reading of the parallel passages reveals the answer. In both the Exodus and 
Levitical accounts it was oil, and not blood, that was sprinkled over the tabernacle, 
altar, and cultic utensils, for the purpose of consecration. In the Numbers passage, 
however, the act of sprinkling for the purpose of consecration is mentioned with-
out reference to the oil. For the author of Hebrews it is blood that is the essential 
element of purifi cation. Th e blood sprinkled by Moses during the inauguration of 
the covenant and cult anticipates the redemptive eff ects of Christ’s sprinkled blood 
(12:24).20

Th e author’s revision of the covenant ceremony in Exod 24:1–8 lends itself to a 
Christological interpretation of the text. Not only does the fi rst covenant foresee 
the coming of Christ, but it also shares essential features with the second covenant 

16. Nahum Sama, Th e JPS Torah Commentary: Exodus (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 
Society, 1991), 152.

17. D’Angelo (Moses in the Letter, 245) states that “this omission is not for the sake of 
brevity but is a deliberate revision.”

18. Th e use of hyssop and scarlet wool is reminiscent of ingredients used for (1) prepara-
tion of red heifer ashes (Num 19:6) required for purifi cation aft er corpse contamination and 
(2) rituals to cleanse those affl  icted with scale disease (Lev 14:4, 6, 49, 51–52). In Num 19:6 
hyssop is identifi ed with the aromatic plant Majoranan syriaca, and “red dyed wool” refers 
to the dye extracted from a “crimson worm,” the Kermes bilious. See Jacob Milgrom, Th e JPS 
Torah Commentary: Numbers (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1990), 159.

19. D’Angelo (Moses in the Letter, 244) suggests that in the Hebrew Bible the covenant 
ceremony of Exod 24:1–8 culminates in the consecration of the tabernacle in Num 7:1. In 
combining the two, the author of Hebrews is suggesting that the consecration of the tent is 
an extension of the covenant ceremony.

20. Th e association of sprinkling and cleaning is also found in Heb 10:22.
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that is mediated by him.21 Both covenants are initiated with the blood of sacrifi ce.22 
Both covenantal orders are initiated by God (8:8–13), and both require the loyalty 
and obedience of the people.

Whereas the faithful receive the promise of an inheritance (9:15), those who are 
disobedient are subject to punishment (10:28–29). Th ese corresponding features, 
however, are only superfi cial. Underlying the apparent similarities are comparative 
categories that are not inherently neutral: second versus fi rst, and new versus old.23 
Th e polemical use of these adjectives is particularly evident in Heb 8:13, where 
“the new (καινὴν) covenant” is contrasted with “the fi rst (πρώτην) covenant,” the 
latter being described as obsolete, growing old, and soon to disappear.24 Hebrews 
goes so far as to suggest that if the fi rst covenant had been “blameless” (ἄμεμπτος), 
there would have been no reason to introduce a second and improved covenant, 
consisting of a more excellent ministry and a better promise (8:6–7). Th us, the 
superiority of the new covenant in Christ is affi  rmed over and against the Mosaic 
covenant that foreshadows it.

Hebrews is not unique in the New Testament in its portrayal of a new covenant, 
nor is it unique in its use of cultic language.25 Its unique contribution is in envi-
sioning both covenants as cultic orders. Th is Christological understanding neces-
sitates a transformation of the covenant ceremony into an inauguration of the cult 
and the Israelites into a cultic assembly.

Th ere is an accompanying shift  in emphasis away from the binding of God and 
people toward the necessity of purifi cation and atonement through blood.26 Th ese 
changes not only redefi ne the Mosaic covenant as a cultic covenant predicated 
almost exclusively on priestly Torah, they also foreshadow the new and better cov-
enant that will be inaugurated with Christ’s sacrifi ce and mediated by his priestly 
presence.

21. On the corresponding features of the old and new covenants, see Lehne, Th e New 
Covenant, 98.

22. According to Hebrews, “not even the fi rst covenant was inaugurated without blood” 
(9:18).

23. Contra William Klassen, “To the Hebrews or Against the Hebrews? Anti-Judaism 
and the Epistle to the Hebrews,” in Anti-Judaism in Early Christianity (ed. Stephen G. Wil-
son; Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier Press, 1986), 2:9.

24. Attridge suggests that the exegetical inference of this verse is straightforward: one of 
the two covenants is designated as “new” thereby implying that the other must be “old.” See 
Harold W. Attridge, Th e Epistle to the Hebrews (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1989), 228.

25. On the new covenant in the New Testament, see, for example, Gal 3:15, 17; 4:21–31; 
2 Cor 3; Rom 9:4; 11:27. For examples of cultic language in the New Testament, see 1 Cor 
3:16; 2 Cor 6:16; and Eph 2:22, where the Christian community is portrayed as a temple. 
According to Schüssler Fiorenza, the use of cultic language in the New Testament “signifi es 
not only a fundamental criticism of the Jerusalem cult but a redefi nition and metamor-
phosis of both cultic language and cultic reality through Christology” (Elisabeth Schüssler 
Fiorenza, “Cultic Language in Qumran and in the New Testament,” CBQ 38, no. 2 [1976]: 
170–71).

26. So D’Angelo, Moses in the Letter, 246. 
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Christ Cultus versus Levitical Cult

Central to the theology of Hebrews is the portrayal of the Christ cultus, in 
which Christ is envisioned as a high priest (2:17–3:1; 4:14–5:10) who enters the 
heavenly sanctuary (8:2; 9:11–12, 24) and off ers the one-time sacrifi ce of his own 
blood (7:27; 9:11, 26; 10:10), thereby obtaining eternal redemption (9:12, 27–28).27 
Th e continuity between the old order of Moses and the new order of Christ is 
established through the use of the cultic categories of priesthood, sanctuary, and 
sacrifi ce. In both orders the high priest acts as mediator between God and the 
people. In both orders he gains access to God’s sanctuary. And in both orders he 
off ers sacrifi ce to eff ect purifi cation and bring atonement to all. For the author of 
Hebrews, however, these corresponding features are important only in that they 
provide a framework for discussing the second covenant and its cultic order in 
light of the fi rst. It is through these categories of commonality that Hebrews com-
pares the Levitical cult with the Christ cultus and ultimately affi  rms the superiority 
of the latter.

Priesthood

Th e portrayal of Christ as high priest is a fundamental feature of the Christ 
cultus. Christ’s priestly function is alluded to in the exordium (1.3), with his title 
of high priest being introduced as early as 2:17.28 He is described as being merciful 
(έλεήμων) and faithful (πιστός) in serving God through a sacrifi ce of expiation 
(ἱλάσκεσθαι).29 Th ese characteristics are essential to Christ’s high priesthood, for 
it is through his mercy that he becomes a trustworthy intercessor for the people 
before God (2:18; 4:14–16; 7:25). Not only is he considered reliable in this capacity 
on account of his faithfulness to God in both life and death (3:1–2), but he is also 
held up as a model of fi delity for his followers to emulate (3:12–15, 19; 4:3).30

Hebrews’ characterization of Christ as high priest is largely dependent on a 

27. Th e word “cult” comes from the Latin cultus, meaning “care” or “adoration” and may 
be defi ned as a system of religious belief or ritual. For the sake of clarity, I use “cult” to refer 
to the ritual system associated with the temple in Jerusalem and the word “cultus” when 
referring to Hebrews’ representation of the Christ event.

28. Th e abrupt introduction of Christ as high priest (ἀρχιερεύς) along with the frequent 
occurrence of the term throughout the epistle suggests the audience’s prior familiarity with 
the priesthood. See John M. Scholer, Proleptic Priests: Priesthood in the Epistle to the He-
brews (JSNTSup 49; Sheffi  eld: JSOT Press, 1991), 82. On the antecedents and development 
of high-priestly Christology, see Attridge, Hebrews, 97–103.

29. Although some scholars suggest that, based on etymology, the word ἱλάσκεσθαι 
should be understood in the sense of propitiating God, Attridge points out that in the lxx it 
is used for expiation as well as propitiation (Lev 4:20, 26, 31; 5:10; 16:16, 33–34). Moreover, 
in the context of Hebrews the purpose of Christ’s sacrifi ce is atoning for sin and not the 
propitiating of God. See Attridge, Hebrews, 96 n. 192.

30. In Heb 3:1–6, Jesus’ faithfulness is compared with that of Moses. On Christ as merci-
ful and faithful, see Attridge, Hebrews, 95.



150 “They Shall Purify Themselves”

comparison between Christ’s priesthood and that of the Levitical high priest. 
Th e author, however, does not off er an exhaustive comparison between the two, 
but rather selects characteristics of the Levitical high priest that are particularly 
relevant to the priestly image of Christ.31 Th ree essential points of comparison 
emerge (5:1–4) and are subsequently elaborated upon.32 First, every high priest 
from among human beings makes atonement for sin through the off ering of sacri-
fi ces. Christ, like the Levitical high priest, has something to off er (5:1; 8:3). Yet his 
off ering is inherently superior, for it is his very own blood that atones for the sins 
of the people. Using an a fortiori argument, the author argues that if the blood of 
animals could purify the fl esh, then the blood of Christ must be that much more 
eff ective in purifying the conscience from sin (9:13).

Second, human high priests are sympathetic in their interactions with sinners. 
Th e Levitical high priest deals gently with the ignorant and the wayward (5:2). 
Th e use of the verb μετριοπαθεῖν, “to moderate emotion,” is most commonly used 
in conjunction with anger. Its use here indicates that, by containing his anger, the 
mortal high priest is able to treat others with consideration. Similarly, Christ is able 
to sympathize (συμπαθέω) with the weakness of others (4:15), for even though he 
is sinless, he is likewise tempted and suff ers (2:18; 5:7–8; 13:12).33 Here the correla-
tion between the mortal high priest’s consideration (μετριοπαθεῖν) toward others 
and Christ’s active sympathy (συμπαθῆσαι) is not exact.34 Rather, Christ is viewed 
as superior to the Levitical high priest in his dealings with sinners and hence in his 
function of expiating sin.

Th e third point of comparison between the Levitical high priest and Christ as 
high priest is concerned with the authority of the offi  ce. Just as God called Aaron 
(5:4), so too did God appoint Christ as an eternal high priest (5:6).35 Th e reference 
to Aaron is without further comment. Although scripture attests to the eternal na-
ture of the Aaronic priesthood (Exod 40:12–15), Hebrews is conspicuously silent 
on the matter. Rather, emphasis is placed on the genealogy of the offi  ce and the 
inadequacy of a high priest who is subject to the limitations of the human condi-
tion. Death prevents him from continuing in offi  ce (7:23), and sin interferes with 
his function as God’s intercessor, requiring him to make off erings of atonement 
for his own sins before he can expiate the sins of others (5:3; 7:27).36 Inevitably, the 
Law appoints to the high priesthood those who are subject to weakness (7:28).

31. Attridge, Hebrews, 142.
32. Ibid., 142–45.
33. Th e word συμπαθείν, “sympathy,” indicates a genuine bond which is expressed 

through mercy toward the suff ering (Philo, Spec. 2:115; 4:202; cf. 4 Macc 6:13). See Koester, 
Hebrews, 283.

34. For a comparison between these two verbs see Attridge, Hebrews, 143–44; cf. Koester 
(Hebrews, 286), who states that “curbing emotions, while a virtue, is of lesser order than the 
active sympathy shown by Christ.”

35. Koester (Hebrews, 287) notes that in Exod 29:29 Aaron and his immediate succes-
sors were called by God, but that subsequent generations inherited the priesthood from 
their fathers.

36. Th e Law takes into account the death of the high priest (Num 35:25) and records 



151From Priestly Torah to Christ Cultus

In contrast to the shortcomings of the Levitical high priest, Christ is an eternal 
high priest (7.24) who is sinless, blameless, and exalted above the heavens (7:26; 
cf. 4:15).37 Th e perpetuity of Christ’s priesthood is established by the fact that he 
is appointed “according to the order of Melchizedek” (5:6). Hebrews explains this 
reference to Melchizedek in Ps 110(109):4 through an exegesis of Gen 17:20, in 
which he is also mentioned.38 In the Genesis text Melchizedek is portrayed as both 
the king of Salem and a priest of God Most High. Th ese twin themes of kingship 
and priesthood are crucial to Hebrews’ association of Christ with Melchizedek.39

The name Melchizedek provides a useful etymology for the author of He-
brews. According to his interpretation, Melchizedek means “king of righ-
teousness.” Furthermore, the kingdom over which he rules, Salem, is derived 
from the Hebrew shalom, meaning “peace.”40 As the king of righteousness 
and peace, Hebrews’ Melchizedek evokes messianic imagery that foreshad-
ows Christ’s association with him.41 More important than the portrayal of 
Melchizedek as king, however, is his priestly identity. Capitalizing on the ab-
sence of a genealogy in the Genesis text, Hebrews portrays Melchizedek as 
being “without father, without mother, without genealogy, having neither be-
ginning of days nor end of life, but resembling the Son of God, he remains a 
priest forever” (7:3).42 Unlike his Levitical counterpart, Melchizedek does not 

the death of Aaron (Num 20:22–29). Josephus indicates that there were eighty-three high 
priests from Aaron to Phanasus (A.J. 20:227).

37. Th e word ἀπαράβατον, “inviolate,” is used in 7:24 to indicate that either Christ’s posi-
tion as high priest is unbroken by death or that it is not transferable. Th ere is no successor. 
See Koester, Hebrews, 365.

38. Th e exegetical technique of gezera shawa, in which a term from one verse of scrip-
ture is interpreted according to its use in a second verse, is oft en employed in rabbinic 
exegesis. Examples of this form of exegetical interpretation may also be found in Philo. See 
Attridge, Hebrews, 128–29 and n. 77.

39. Th e fi gure of Melchizedek appears twice in the Hebrew Bible (Gen 17:20; Ps 
110[109]:4) and in the New Testament only in the Epistle to the Hebrews. It is not clear 
whether Hebrews’ portrayal of Melchizedek relies exclusively on scriptural exegesis or if the 
author is also drawing on non-biblical Jewish interpretive traditions. Th ere is considerable 
speculation regarding Melchizedek in early Jewish literature, and it is conceivable that the 
author of Hebrews was aware of these traditions. Most notable is the portrayal of Melchize-
dek in 11QMelch, in which he is represented as a heavenly warrior, judge, and high priest 
who appears in the fi nal phase of history to redeem the elect of God. For a comparison of 
the fi gure of Melchizedek in 11QMelch and Hebrews, see, e.g., Anders Aschim, “Melchize-
dek and Jesus: 11QMelchizedek and the Epistle to the Hebrews,” in Th e Jewish Roots of 
Christological Monotheism (ed. Carey C. Newman et al.; Leiden: Brill, 1999), 129–47.

40. Attridge, Hebrews, 189.
41. Th e term ἀγενεαλόγητος, “without genealogy,” was probably coined by the author to 

indicate that Melchizedek’s ancestry was unrecorded (Koester, Hebrews, 243). Th is lack of 
genealogy points to the uniqueness of Melchizedek’s priesthood as contrasted with the Le-
vitical priesthood that was sustained by a hereditary process. See William W. Lane, Hebrews 
1–8 (WBC 47A; Dallas: Word Books, 1991), 165–66.

42. Th e laws concerning tithes are signifi cant in Hebrews’ exegesis of Gen 14:17–20, in 
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have a priestly lineage. Yet he not only qualifies for the priesthood, he remains 
a priest in perpetuity.

Christ’s priesthood, like that of Melchizedek, is eternal (7:24). It does 
not arise through a legal requirement pertaining to lineage, but rather it is 
a superior priesthood that is predicated on an indestructible life (7:16) and 
confirmed with God’s oath: “The Lord has sworn and will not change his 
mind, ‘You are a priest forever’ ” (7:21). Whereas Christ is appointed directly 
through God’s oath, the Levitical high priests are appointed according to the 
Law (7:20–21)—a Law that is rendered obsolete by Christ’s eternal priesthood 
(7:12, 18).

Implicit in Hebrews’ denigration of the Levitical priesthood is an equally nega-
tive view of the Law, for in Hebrews the priesthood and the Law are interde-
pendent. At times the priesthood is subject to the Law: tithe is according to the 
Law (7:5), and only priests off er gift s according to the Law (8:4). On other occa-
sions, however, the Law is subordinated to the priesthood: a change of priesthood 
requires a change of Law (7:12).43 Th is intimate connection between Law and 
priesthood is expressed in the author’s contention that “the people received the 
law under the priesthood” (7:11). Here the phrase is perhaps best understood 
not as “under,” but as “on the basis of.”44 Th e cultic conception of Mosaic Law 
places the priesthood at the foundation of the ancient legislation. Th us, when 
Hebrews insists that the Levitical priesthood is inherently defective because its 
priests are imperfect, it is simultaneously establishing that the Law, too, is fl awed 
and obsolete.

Sacrifice

In Hebrews, Christ’s sacrifi ce is the off ering par excellence against which 
all other off erings are measured. Th is self-sacrifi ce is a singular act that makes 
atonement (ίλάσκεσθαι, Heb 2:17) for the community once and for all time. It 
purifi es (1:3; 9:13–14), removes sin (9:23), and delivers people from judgment 
(10:26–31; 12:29). Moreover, the benefi ts of Christ’s sacrifi ce remain in perpetu-
ity, so that those who approach God through Christ receive mercy and fi nd grace 

which Abraham gave one-tenth of the spoils from war to Melchizedek. Th is is interpreted 
as a tithe, which according to the Law was received by the Levites (Num 18:21–24), who 
divided it and gave a portion to the priests (Num 18:28). Melchizedek’s acceptance of a 
tithe by Abraham affi  rms his unique status as a priest unconnected to the Levites. In an 
interpretive twist, Hebrews even suggests that Levi himself, who had not yet descended 
from Abraham, had indeed paid tithes to Melchizedek through the actions of the Jewish 
patriarch (7:4–10).

43. For a discussion on the interdependence of the Law and priesthood in Heb 7–8, see 
W. Horbury, “Aaronic Priesthood in Hebrews,” JSNT 19 (1983): 52–59.

44. Attridge, Hebrews, 200.
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on an ongoing basis (4:14–16; 7:25), ultimately attaining everlasting life in God’s 
presence.45

Hebrews compares Christ’s atoning sacrifi ce with the Day of Atonement ritual 
of Lev 16.46 Just as the Levitical high priest makes his off ering in the sanctuary, 
so too does the high priest, Christ, make an off ering in a sanctuary, the spiritual 
archetype of the earthly tabernacle (8:2; 9:11). And, like his Levitical counterpart 
who enters the Holy of Holies once per year in order to off er the Yom Kippur 
sacrifi ce, Christ enters the Holy Place, once for all time (9:12). Finally, in both 
sacrifi ces blood is the agent of expiation, as each of the high priests enters the holy 
realm with the blood of his sacrifi ce. In comparing Christ’s sacrifi ce with the Day 
of Atonement rite, Hebrews focuses on three elements: the locus, the frequency, 
and the nature of the sacrifi cial off ering.

Th e locus of Christ’s sacrifi ce is heaven itself, where he appears in the presence 
of God on behalf of the community (9:24). He enters this heavenly realm “through 
the greater and perfect tent (not made with hands, that is, not of this creation)”; he 
enters “once for all into the Holy Place . . .” (9:11–12). Christ, like the Levitical high 
priest, performs his atoning ritual in the “Holy Place” (εἰς τὰ ἅγια) or inner court 
of the “tent” (σκηνή).47 Th e diff erentiation between inner and outer courts is an 
essential feature that the heavenly tabernacle shares with its earthly counterpart, 
the desert tabernacle.48

In the earthly sanctuary the daily sacrifi ces of the priests are off ered in the outer 
court (9:6). Only once per year, on the Day of Atonement, does the high priest gain 
access to the inner court and the presence of God (9:7). Th is contrast between the 
use of outer and inner courts is signifi cant as the very structure of the tabernacle 
becomes a metaphor for its inadequate function. Limited access to the interior is 
representative of the cult’s lack of eff ect on the conscience of the worshiper (9:8–9), 
whereas the predominant use of the external court is an indication of the cult’s 
concern with fl eshy externals (9:10).49

Th e frequency of sacrifi ce is essential to the comparison between the off ering of 
Christ and the Levitical high priest. Whereas the former off ers a one-time sacrifi ce 
to achieve perpetual atonement for the people, his Levitical counterpart enters the 
Holy of Holies to expiate their sins once every year, on the Day of Atonement. Th e 
multiplicity of these atoning sacrifi ces is criticized by Hebrews, for surely if these 
sacrifi ces were truly eff ective, they would not need to be repeated on a yearly basis. 
Evidence of their ineffi  cacy can therefore be found in the fact that there is no ces-
sation of these yearly sacrifi ces (10:1–2). Th e Law makes no provision for a time 
when atonement will be achieved and sacrifi ce will be unnecessary. 

Th is contrast between the effi  cacy of Christ’s sacrifi ce and the ineffi  cacy of Le-

45. Koester, Hebrews, 122.
46. Day of Atonement rites are referred to in 9:6, 7, 12, 21, 23, 25; 10:1–3.
47. Th is distinction between inner and outer courts is maintained with respect to both 

the heavenly and earthly tabernacles. See Attridge, Hebrews, 217–18.
48. Th e epistle never refers to the Jerusalem temple, but rather compares Christ’s heav-

enly sanctuary to the desert tabernacle.
49. Attridge, Hebrews, 231.
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vitical sacrifi ce becomes less convincing when the issue of frequency is extended 
beyond the Day of Atonement ritual to include daily sacrifi ces. Christ is portrayed 
as being unlike other high priests in that “he has no need to off er sacrifi ces day 
aft er day, fi rst for his own sins, and then for those of the people . . .” (7:27). Th e 
claim that the high priest off ers a double sacrifi ce of atonement on a daily basis is 
problematic, for this clearly occurred only on the Day of Atonement (Lev 16:11, 
16).50 Moreover, the daily sacrifi ces that were part of the public cult did not per-
tain to communal atonement.51 Atonement through sin off erings and guilt off er-
ings are mandated only in the event of individual transgression (Lev 4–5). Com-
munal atonement remained the exclusive purview of the Yom Kippur rite. When 
Hebrews claims that the daily sacrifi ces are off ered day aft er day but never take 
away sins (10:11), it fails to distinguish between the various forms of sacrifi ce and 
misrepresents the Levitical cult as a system exclusively concerned with communal 
atonement.52 Th is revision of the sacrifi cial system, however, emphasizes Hebrews’ 
argument: the multiplicity of both daily and yearly sacrifi ces proves its ineffi  cacy. 
Th e fi nal consideration in the comparison between Christ’s sacrifi ce and the Day 
of Atonement sacrifi ce is the nature of the sacrifi cial off ering.

Christ’s blood is alternately compared to the blood of τράγων καὶ μόσχων, 
“goats and calves” (9:12, 19), or τράγων καὶ ταύρων, “goats and bulls” (9:13; 10:4). 
Th ese are generalized but inaccurate references to the sacrifi cial off erings of the 
Yom Kippur ritual in which a bull, two goats, and a calf were used.53 Th e impreci-
sion with which the author of Hebrews refers to these sacrifi cial animals is an ob-
vious expression of his disdain for what he considers antiquated off erings.54 In his 
view, these sacrifi ces are superfi cial in that they purify only the skin. Since they are 
incapable of perfecting the conscience (συνείδησις) of the worshiper (9:9; 10:2), 
these sacrifi ces serve only as a yearly remembrance of sins (10:3–4).55

Th is emphasis on the Day of Atonement sacrifi ce as a rite of physical purifi ca-
tion is emphasized through the author’s introduction of a new element into the 
ritual: the sprinkling of the ashes of a heifer (9:13).56 In the Levitical account of the 

50. In an eff ort to emphasize the combined repetitiveness and ineffi  cacy of Levitical 
sacrifi ce, Hebrews has confl ated the daily sacrifi ces with the Day of Atonement rite. For this 
and other less tenable explanations of the verse, see Attridge, Hebrews, 213.

51. Regular sacrifi ces that were off ered as part of the public cult were the burnt off ering 
(Lev 1), the grain off ering (Lev 2), and the sacred gift s of greeting (Lev 3).

52. Ironically, the author of Hebrews is accurate in his assertion that the daily sacrifi ces 
do not remove sin, not because they are ineffi  cacious, as he claims, but rather because they 
were never intended for that purpose.

53. In the lxx the following sacrifi cial animals are mentioned: μόσχος (Lev 16:6, 11), 
χίμαρος (Lev 16:15), and κριός (Lev 16:5).

54. So Attridge, Hebrews, 248.
55. In the Hellenistic world the term συνείδησις, “conscience,” was used in a moral sense 

to denote awareness of transgression. See Attridge, Hebrews, 242.
56. Numbers 19 describes the procedure for preparing the red heifer ashes (vv. 1–10) 

and the ritual for their use in purifying people and objects defi led by corpse contamination 
(vv. 14–20). Th e numerous references to this ritual in Second Temple literature attest to its 
signifi cance in early Judaism. See, e.g., Philo, Somn. 1.209–12; Josephus, A.J. 4.81; 4Q394 
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rite the high priest sprinkles the blood of the sacrifi cial animals in order to make 
atonement for the sins of the people (Lev 16:14–16). Th ere is no mention of red 
heifer ashes used for ritual impurity. Th at Hebrews refers to the red heifer ashes 
instead of sprinkled blood is a deliberate revision of the Yom Kippur rite that shift s 
its focus away from moral impurity and the atonement of sin to a notion of ritual 
impurity and the removal of physical but morally neutral barriers to worship.57 
Accordingly, the quintessential rite of communal atonement in the Levitical cult 
is transformed into a ceremony of ritual purifi cation through animal blood and 
sprinkled ashes. Contrasted with this ineffi  cacious ceremony of the Levitical cult is 
the sacrifi ce of the Christ cultus, in which Jesus’ own blood purifi es the conscience 
and atones for sin.

In comparing Christ’s atoning sacrifi ce with the sacrifi cial rites of the Day of 
Atonement, Hebrews asserts that the Levitical cult and its sacrifi ces are defective. 
Whereas the repetitious nature of the sacrifi cial system indicates that there can 
never be a fi nal purgation of sin, the use of animal blood affi  rms the ineffi  cacy 
of the system. Th e blood of goats and bulls is limited to physical purifi cation. It 
cannot cleanse the conscience of the sinner, nor can it eff ect atonement. Th e po-
lemic against Levitical sacrifi ce is both forceful and deliberate, as refl ected in the 
author’s systematic revision of the Israelite cult. Levitical distinctions between dif-
ferent types of sacrifi ces are blurred or not recognized, daily and annual rites are 
confl ated, and communal sin off erings are portrayed as an essential component of 
the daily rites. Th ese are not random modifi cations of the priestly Torah resulting 
from ignorance of Levitical law on the part of the author. Rather, they are inten-

3–7, i, 16–20; 4Q276 1; 4Q277 1. In addition, both the Mishnah and the Toseft a devote the 
entire tractate Parah to the discussion of the regulations concerning the preparation of the 
ashes. Larger discussions in the Qumran and rabbinic literature are concerned with such 
issues as who may participate in preparing the ashes, who may perform the rite, and what 
level of purity is required for the individual performing the rite. Th e idea that the red heifer 
ashes were included in the Yom Kippur rite is not found in any of these discussions and is 
apparently unique to Hebrews.

57. Modern biblical scholars recognize that there are two types of impurity described 
in the Pentateuch and that they are articulated in separate literary constructs. Th e priestly 
source (P) is concerned with ritual impurity, a temporary contagion that results from un-
avoidable contact with natural impurities (corpses, genital discharges, etc.). Th e contrac-
tion of this form of impurity is not considered a sin. Th e holiness source (H) articulates a 
notion of moral impurity, a more permanent contagion that results from committing acts 
that are deemed defi ling (sins). On the distinction between moral and ritual impurity, see 
Jonathan Klawans, Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2000), 21–31. It could be argued that Hebrews blurs the distinction between ritual and 
moral impurity in its account of the Day of Atonement rite. I contend, however, that the 
author deliberately misrepresents the ceremony as a ritual for removing ritual impurity 
when he substitutes the red heifer ashes (used to remove ritual impurity) for the sprinkled 
blood (used to remove moral impurity). In removing the sprinkled blood from the Day of 
Atonement rite, the author eff ectively reduces the effi  cacy of the ceremony and affi  rms that 
there is no removal of sin. For more detailed discussion of the relationship between ritual 
and moral impurity, as well as bibliography, see chapters 1 and 2 of the present volume. 
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tional revisions that reinvent the Israelite cult in the shadow of Christ’s sacrifi ce, 
portraying it as a system dedicated exclusively to communal atonement, but failing 
to provide anything more than superfi cial purifi cation.

From Priestly Torah to Christ Cultus:
The Function of Theological Revision

Th is study of Hebrews’ portrayal of Mosaic covenant and Levitical cult has re-
vealed a persistent and systematic dismantling of the Levitical code. Th e covenant 
is inadequate because its laws are weak and ineff ectual. Th e Levitical priesthood 
is inherently defective because its priests are sinful. Even the earthly structure of 
the tabernacle embodies a concern with fl eshy purifi cation rather than cleansing 
of the conscience. Moreover, it provides only limited access to God’s presence and 
only for the high priest. Sacrifi ces are repeatedly off ered, but they never achieve 
fi nal purgation of sin.

Hebrews’ polemic against Judaism is not concerned with the temple in Jerusa-
lem or contemporary Jewish practice. Rather, it is grounded in a theological argu-
ment against the Israelite cultic order as legislated by the priestly Torah. Th e point 
of departure for this argumentation is the Christ event. Th e blood of Christ’s sacri-
fi ce atones once and for all time for the sins of the community, rendering all other 
forms of atonement obsolete. Th e denial of the effi  cacy of the Levitical cult arises 
not out of practical concerns regarding Jewish ritual, but because the Levitical the-
ology of atonement is antithetical to belief in Christ.58 Th us, the negative portrayal 
of Judaism in Hebrews may be characterized as a polemic against a competing the-
ology of atonement that threatens the Christological view of expiation from sin.

What is the function of this theological polemic against Judaism in the socio-
historical context of Hebrews? Th e answer to this question can only be speculative, 
since there has been little scholarly consensus regarding the situation of the ad-
dressees, let alone the date, authorship, and destination of the epistle.59 Neverthe-
less, the author of the epistle does off er some hints regarding the specifi c circum-
stances of his addressees.60 It is clear that this community of Christ-believers had 
suff ered hostility and ill treatment from outsiders (10:32–34; 13:3). Additionally, 
there is evidence of internal disunity within the group manifested in reduced at-
tendance at the communal assembly (10:25) and the threat of apostasy (6:4–6). It 
is against this background of social confl ict that we may speculate on the function 
of the theological polemic of Hebrews.

Social confl ict is not necessarily a negative force. Rather, it oft en serves as a 

58. Chester (“Hebrews: Th e Final Sacrifi ce,” 64) states that “there cannot be two rival 
modes of atoning for sin or providing mediation and access to God.”

59. For an overview of the scholarly debates regarding the date and provenance of He-
brews, see, e.g., Attridge, Hebrews, 1–13; Iutisone Salevao, Legitimation in the Letter to the 
Hebrews: Th e Construction and Maintenance of a Symbotic Universe (JSNTSup 219; Shef-
fi eld: Sheffi  eld Academic Press, 2002), 95–121.

60. Chester (“Hebrews: Th e Final Sacrifi ce,” 58) stresses that Hebrews is dealing with 
“urgent and threatening issues” that concern the community it addresses.
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catalyst for establishing and strengthening group identity, as groups under attack 
defi ne themselves against real and perceived enemies.61 For the author of Hebrews, 
the struggle to establish a distinct self-defi nition manifests itself on a variety of 
levels. First, the author responds to out-group confl ict and testing (12:1–13) by 
using the language of belonging to emphasize the cohesiveness of the group and 
distinguish it from the larger society in which it exists.62 Th e community is thus 
referred to as the “holy partners in the heavenly calling” (3:1), the sanctifi ed (2:11), 
the believers (4:3), the people of God (4:9), the called (9:15), and the saints (13:24). 
Th ese epithets serve to reinforce group identity by establishing clear boundary 
lines between the community and the hostile world. 

Second, the author of Hebrews addresses in-group confl ict by strengthening 
the internal cohesion of the community.63 Th ere are those within the community 
whose response to the danger from without is characterized by a waning of faith 
and lapse of attendance at communal functions. In the face of external attack, 
however, there could be no tolerance for disunity within the group. Th us, any form 
of withdrawal from the community is fi rmly suppressed through Hebrews’ exhor-
tations to faith and its insistence on “the impossibility of a second repentance” for 
apostates.64 Inevitably, this emphasis on faith points to the main goal of Hebrews: 
to exhort the community to faithfulness and to encourage communal solidarity.65 
Th roughout the epistle the doctrinal exposition is integrated with paraenesis in 
service of this objective.

Th ird, the self-defi nition of the community is clearly defi ned on an ideological 
level. It is not enough for the author of Hebrews to identify his community as “the 
believers”; he must defi ne exactly what it is they believe and how they distinguish 
themselves from other groups of so-called believers. It is in this context that He-
brews off ers its sustained polemic against Judaism. For the author of Hebrews, 
the struggle to establish a distinct communal self-defi nition is undermined by the 
reality that his community shares common scriptures and traditions with its par-
ent, Judaism. Th e “threat” of Judaism, then, is that its very existence challenges any 
claim to distinctiveness on the part of the emerging Christian community. Th e 
author responds to this challenge by creating a clear ideological boundary between 
his community of Christ-believers and the Jewish community at large. His perva-

61. See Lewis Coser, Th e Functions of Social Confl ict (New York: Free Press, 1956), 38, 
87–95. Coser’s work has previously been cited in a study on Jewish-Christian relations in 
the fi rst century by John G. Gager. See Gager, Kingdom and Community: Th e Social World of 
Early Christianity (Englewood Cliff s, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1975), 80–88; cf. idem, “Jews, Chris-
tians, and the Dangerous Ones in Between,” in Interpretation in Religion (ed. Shlomo Bider-
man and Ben-Ami Scharfstein; Leiden: Brill, 1992), 251–52; Salevao, Legitimation, 149–59.

62. On the “language of belonging,” see Wayne Meeks, Th e First Urban Christians: Th e 
Social World of the Apostle Paul (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983), 85.

63. Social confl ict oft en serves a group-binding function. See Coser, Social Confl ict, 
95–103.

64. Salevao, Legitimation, 155.
65. Th e faithful are to encourage (10:25) and love (13:1) one another and to remember 

the tortured and imprisoned (13:3).
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sive scriptural revisions provide his community with a unique theological vision 
through which it may defi ne itself, while his sustained polemic against Judaism 
eff ectively ensures the continued maintenance of newly formed boundaries.

Th at Hebrews presents the community of Christ-believers and its Christ cultus 
in opposition to Judaism and its Levitical cult, and not against the pagan soci-
ety in which the community existed, is signifi cant. Social groups inevitably defi ne 
themselves against those with whom they are the closest, and the bond with Juda-
ism was far stronger than any ties with pagan society.66 Certainly, the out-group 
confl ict described in Hebrews presented an ongoing physical threat to the com-
munity and provided the catalyst for strengthening group self-defi nition. But the 
more profound ideological threat to the group’s identity came from the Jewish 
tradition from which the community of Christ-believers was emerging. It was, 
therefore, the threat of Judaism that off ered the model against which the nascent 
Christian community forged its identity.67 In this light Hebrews’ revision of the 
priestly Torah and its theological polemic against the covenant and cult is rep-
resentative of the process by which the fl edgling community of Christ-believers 
struggled to establish its self-defi nition. It is a conscious attempt to separate and 
individuate from the parent religion by highlighting the superiority of the new 
order over the old and driving an irrevocable wedge between Judaism and the 
nascent Christian community. Within the larger framework of social confl ict He-
brews’ systematic revision of the Israelite covenant and cult affi  rms the self-defi ni-
tion of its emerging community over and against the closest and most threatening 
ideology—Judaism.

66. According to Coser (Social Confl ict, 67–72), the closer the relationship between 
groups, the more intense the confl ict. Th e intensity of this social confl ict is manifest in the 
polemical tone of the epistle.

67. Wilson (Related Strangers, 122) suggests that the negative comments about Judaism 
that are explicit and implicit throughout the epistle give the impression that Judaism was 
an immediate threat.
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Common Judaism, Common Synagogue?
Purity, Holiness, and Sacred Space at the

Turn of the Common Era

In his seminal work Judaism: Practice and Belief, E. P. Sanders looks beyond 
the factional disputes of Judaism at the turn of the Common Era to consider the 
theology and praxis of the majority of Jews in Palestine and the Diaspora.1 While 
acknowledging the diversity of opinion regarding the interpretation of the law, he 
argues for a common Judaism: basic tenets and practices that were agreed upon by 
the various parties and the Jewish populace as a whole. According to Sanders, the 
synagogue was a major locus of Jewish life and worship in the fi rst century.2 It was 
the place where Jews assembled on the Sabbath to hear the recitation of Torah and 
the exposition of its law.3 

Scholars agree that the fi rst-century synagogue was a central institution in every 
Jewish community and that it accommodated a variety of liturgical and communal 
functions.4 Within this broader position, however, there is no consensus regarding 
the status and role of the synagogue in Jewish life.5 One area of dispute concerns the 
holiness of the synagogue.6 Archaeological evidence indicates that synagogues were 
oft en located in coastal regions or had water facilities such as mikvaot, cisterns, or 
basins constructed adjacent to them. Scholars disagree, however, on whether this 

1. E. P. Sanders, Judaism: Practice and Belief, 63 BCE—66 CE (London: SCM Press; Phil-
adelphia: Trinity Press International, 1992). 

2. Sanders, Judaism, 198. 
3. I would like to acknowledge the gracious assistance of Anders Runesson who read and 

critiqued successive draft s of this essay. 
4. Lee I. Levine, “Th e First Century CE Synagogue in Historical Perspective,” in Th e 

Ancient Synagogue from Its Origins until 200 CE: Papers Presented at an International Con-
ference at Lund University, October 14–17, 2001 (ed. B. Olsson and M. Zetterholm; ConBNT 
39; Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 2003), 3. 

5. For an overview of synagogue research, see Anders Runesson, Th e Origins of the 
Synagogue: A Socio-historical Study (ConBNT 37; Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 2001), 
67–168. 

6. On the holiness of the synagogue, see especially Steven Fine, Th is Holy Place: On the 
Sanctity of the Synagogue during the Greco-Roman Period (Notre Dame, IN: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 1997); cf. idem, “From Meeting House to Sacred Realm: Holiness and 
the Ancient Synagogue,” in Sacred Realm: Th e Emergence of the Synagogue in the Ancient 
World (ed. S. Fine; New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 27–49. 
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close proximity to water indicates a connection between purity practices and the 
synagogue. Some believe that locating synagogues near water refl ected a practice 
whereby Jews entering their places of worship performed some sort of ritual purifi -
cation that was similar to those required at the entrances of Greco-Roman temples. 
Others argue that proximity was due to convenience; Jews made use of purifi cation 
facilities regularly, and they attended synagogue regularly, but this does not mean 
that purifi cation was required before entering the synagogue.

Th e present study examines the relationship between purity and the synagogue 
at the turn of the Common Era, as it relates to the sacred. Two questions lie at the 
heart of this investigation: fi rst, did Jews perform ritual ablutions—immerse their 
bodies, wash their hands, or sprinkle themselves with water—in order to purify 
themselves before entering the synagogue? Th e answer to this question leads di-
rectly to the second question: did they regard the synagogue as a sacred realm? 

Two methodological issues are pertinent to this investigation. Th e fi rst is a mat-
ter of defi nition: what exactly do we mean when we use the term “synagogue”? 
Here I follow Anders Runesson, who describes four separate aspects of the syna-
gogue: institutional, liturgical, non-liturgical, and spatial.7 My concern is primarily 
with the liturgical aspects of the synagogue, that is, the activities that are usually 
categorized as “religious.” In addition, consideration will be given to certain spa-
tial aspects of the place in which these liturgical activities took place. A second 
methodological concern is the issue of unity and diversity. Th e ancient synagogue 
may have held a signifi cant place in common Judaism, but the institution was not 
a monolithic entity, nor should it be treated as such. In order to account for geo-
graphic diff erences in practice, synagogues in the land of Israel will be considered 
separately from those existing in the Diaspora. 

We begin by discussing the ancient concepts of purity and holiness and their 
perceived relationship to one another. It is against this background that the re-
lationship between purity and the synagogue will be examined, fi rst in the land 
of Israel and subsequently in the Diaspora. Consideration will then be given to 
the notion of the early synagogue as a sacred realm. It will be demonstrated that 
certain purity practices related to the synagogue point to its sanctity, but that the 
nature of this perceived holiness varies with location. 

Purity and Holiness

Purity and holiness were prominent features of Jewish life in the late Second 
Temple period. Distinctions between pure and impure, holy and common applied 
to people, objects, space, and time. Th ese categories were not only fundamental to 
the social structure of Jewish society, they also infl uenced a variety of interactions, 
as it was a basic tenet of the Law that impurity could not come in contact with the 
sacred. 

Jonathan Klawans distinguishes between two types of impurity: ritual defi le-
ment, a contagion that temporarily excludes the individual from participating in 

7. Runesson, Origins, 34–35. 
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temple rituals, and the more permanent moral defi lement caused by sin, a form 
of impurity that is not related to temple worship.8 Ritual impurities include those 
that arise from childbirth (Lev 12:1–8), scale disease (Lev 13:1–14:32), genital 
discharges (Lev 15:1–33), the carcasses of certain impure animals (Lev 11:1–47), 
and human corpses (Num 19:10–22). In addition, such impurity is encountered 
as a by-product of purifi catory procedures (e.g., Lev 16:28; Num 19:8). According 
to Klawans, there are three distinctive characteristics of ritual impurity. First, the 
sources of ritual impurity are natural, usually unavoidable, and sometimes even 
desirable. Th ey include birth, death, sex, disease, and other circumstances that 
refl ect the conditions of normal life. Second, there are no prohibitions against 
contracting these impurities, nor are they considered sinful. Th e consequence of 
ritual impurity is relatively minor in that it precludes entrance to the sanctuary 
and other contact with the sacred. Th ird, ritual impurity conveys an impermanent 
contagion through contact with other individuals or objects. It should be empha-
sized, however, that both primary and secondary forms of this impurity may be 
alleviated through purifi catory procedures. Th us, even long-lasting impurities are 
considered impermanent. 

Unlike ritual impurity, moral impurity results from immoral acts, including 
sexual sins (e.g., Lev 18:24–30), idolatry (e.g., Lev 19:31; 20:1–3) and bloodshed 
(e.g., Num 35:33–34).9 Th ese sinful actions are oft en referred to as twb(wt (to‘evot), 
or abominations. Th e impurity that arises from such sin is a moral defi lement 
that pollutes the sinner (Lev 18:24), the land (Lev 18:25; Ezek 36:17), and God’s 
sanctuary (Lev 20:3; Ezek 5:11). Although this form of impurity is not contagious, 
it is considered permanent and therefore may not be ameliorated through rites of 
purifi cation.10 Sinners are thus forced to live out their lives in a degraded state or 
else to suff er capital punishment. Th e land upon which grave sin is committed is 
likewise subject to permanent degradation, which may result in the expulsion of 
its inhabitants. 

Observance of the purity laws was widespread in both the land of Israel and 
the Diaspora.11 In the land of Israel, purifi cation required the “immersion” of the 
whole body in water from a natural source: the sea, a spring, a river, or a hwqm 
(mikveh), in which rainwater, spring water, or runoff  was collected by a direct 
fl ow.12 In the Diaspora, ritual ablutions took the form of sprinkling, splashing, or 

8. Jonathan Klawans, Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2000), 23–31.

9. Klawans, Impurity.
10. One exception would be the Day of Atonement rites, which involve the purgation 

of the altar and shrine from the eff ects of sin (Lev 16:11–19), as well as atonement for the 
transgressions of the people (Lev 16:20–22). 

11. Sanders, Judaism, 229; cf. Donald D. Binder, Into the Temple Courts: Th e Place of the 
Synagogues in the Second Temple Period (SBLDS 169; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 
1999), 394.

12. Remains of mikvaot have been found throughout the land of Israel, attesting to wide-
spread purity practices throughout the Second Temple period. Th ese pools were cut into 
bedrock, had steps leading to the bottom, and were deep enough for full immersion of 
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hand-washing.13 Jews everywhere performed these purifi catory rites whether or 
not they approached the sacred precincts of the Jerusalem temple.14 

Two factors help to explain this widespread practice. First, Jews of the fi rst cen-
tury believed that the biblical laws, including the purity laws, were divine in origin. 
For this reason, they viewed themselves as obligated to observe the laws to the best 
of their ability. Th eir concern was not whether to keep the law but how to do so 
within their own social and cultural context. Second, according to the Law only 
those who were in a state of purity could have contact with the sacred. Such holi-
ness was not only associated with the temple but also with the biblical scrolls that 
were read on the Sabbath and perhaps, as we shall see, even with the synagogue in 
which the Torah was read and studied. Jews purifi ed themselves so that they could 
draw near to that which was holy. 

Th e concept of holiness implies separation—specifi cally, separation from the 
profane.15 In the fi rst century, ideas of holiness and separation were most apparent 
in the hierarchical structure of the Jerusalem temple, where access to the various 
levels of holy space was limited to various groups of individuals according to their 
level of sanctity.16 Th us female Israelites were allowed only as far as the court of 
the women, while their male counterparts, who occupied a higher place on the 

the body. Most oft en the pools were fi lled by channels that carried rain or springwater. 
Alternatively, the water from a nearby reservoir or otsar (“treasury”) was released through 
a conduit that connected the two pools. See Ronny Reich, “Th e Synagogue and the Miqweh 
in Eretz-Israel in the Second-Temple, Mishnaic, and Talmudic Periods,” in Ancient Syna-
gogues: Historical Analysis and Archaeological Discovery (ed. Dan Urman and Paul V. M. 
Flesher; 2 vols.; StPB 47:1–2; Leiden: Brill, 1995), 1:289–97; Sanders, Judaism, 223; Binder, 
Into the Temple Courts, 393–94.

13. As of yet, there have been no mikvaot found in the Diaspora (Binder, Into the Temple 
Courts, 395). Th e only possible mikveh was at the Delos synagogue, but this has been ruled 
out in Trümper’s thorough study of the edifi ce. See Monika Trümper, “Th e Oldest Origi-
nal Synagogue Building in the Diaspora: Th e Delos Synagogue Reconsidered,” Hesperia 73 
(2004): 513–98. Th e Letter of Aristeas and the Sibylline Oracles mention hand-washing but 
not immersion (Let. Aris. 304–6; Sib. Or. 3:591–93), whereas Philo refers to περιρρανάμενοι 
καὶ ἁπολουσάμενοι, which may be translated as “aspersions and ablutions” or “sprinkling 
and bathing” (Spec. 3:205–6). On purity in the Diaspora, see the detailed discussion in E. P. 
Sanders, Jewish Law from Jesus to the Mishnah (London: SCM, 1990), 258–71; cf. idem, 
Judaism, 223–24.

14. Against Neusner, who emphasizes the association between purity and the temple in 
Second Temple–period Judaism. He contends that a community’s interpretation of biblical 
purity law is inextricably linked to its relationship to the temple. See Jacob Neusner, Th e 
Idea of Purity in Ancient Judaism (Leiden: Brill, 1973), 33. Th is “minimalist” view of purity 
was recently contested by John C. Poirier, who views the temple-oriented view of purity as 
“a scholarly construct with little basis in reality.” See John C. Poirier, “Purity beyond the 
Temple in the Second Temple Era,” JBL 122 (2003): 247–65.

15. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with Introduction and Commen-
tary (AB 3; New York: Doubleday, 1991), 730.

16. See Christine E. Hayes, Gentile Impurities and Jewish Identities: Intermarriage and 
Conversion from the Bible to the Talmud (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 34–37, 
59–63. 
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continuum from profane to holy, enter the courtyard of the sacrifi cial altar.17 Th e 
priests, being even holier, ministered in the adytum, where the incense altar was 
situated, and the high priest, the most holy of God’s people, gained access to the 
innermost shrine, but only once a year on the Day of Atonement. 

Th e relationship between holy/common and pure/impure is complex in that it 
concerns two separate but related continuums. What is certain is that, in the fi rst 
century, Jews recognized that an individual or object was subject to four possible 
states: holy, common, pure, and impure. Th e dynamic between these states has 
been best illustrated by Jacob Milgrom.18 

In this diagram the common is contiguous to the realms of both the pure and 
impure, but the holy is adjacent only to the pure. Th e categories of holy and impure 
are antagonistic; they never come in contact with one another. 

Th e relationship between the concepts of holiness and purity is signifi cant to the 
discussion of the synagogue as a sacred realm. If Jews in the fi rst century regarded 
synagogues as sacred spaces, they would have been careful to separate them from 
all sources of impurity and therefore to locate them in “pure” locations and to pro-
vide facilities for ritual ablutions to ensure the ritual purity of all who entered.

Purity and the Synagogue in the Land of Israel

In the land of Israel, synagogues dated to the Second Temple period have been 
identifi ed at Jericho, Gamla, Masada, Herodium, Qiryat Sefer, and Modi‘in.19 

17. It is commonly held that women had less access to the temple than men because 
of impurity. Yet the law makes no distinction between the level of purity of a pure Jewish 
female and a pure Jewish male. See Hayes, Gentile Impurities, 60–61. 

18. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 732. 
19. On the dating of these and other ancient synagogues, see the helpful chart in Peter 

Richardson, “An Architectural Case for Synagogues and Associations,” in Olsson and 
Zetterhoam, Th e Ancient Synagogue, 92–93. Commenting on this table, Binder suggests 
that the structures at Jericho, Qiryat Sefer, and Modi‘in should be moved to the “uncertain” 
category, pending further investigation and argumentation. Levine, however, seems quite 

Holy Common

Pure Impure
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While none of these buildings is located near natural bodies of water, the buildings 
at Jericho, Masada, and Herodium have mikvaot associated with them. Moreover, 
there have been mikvaot found at Qumran as well as in the villages of Modi‘in 
and Qiryat Sefer, albeit in locations that do not suggest any spatial connection to 
a synagogue.20 Finally, the Th eodotus inscription attests to the existence of a fi rst-
century synagogue in Jerusalem that had water facilities associated with it.21

A brief survey of the archaeological evidence will help to discern whether the 
proximity of mikvaot to synagogues was intended to facilitate purifi cation rites 
connected with synagogue attendance. Th e recently excavated synagogue in Jeri-
cho is located just outside the compound of the Hasmonean winter palace and 
is related to a row of houses to the east.22 Th e hall, dated to the second phase of 
construction (70 b.c.e.), measured 16.2 x 11.1 meters and would have seated ap-

clear about the synagogues at Qiryat Sefer and Modi‘in, although he does express some 
reservations about the building at Jericho. See Donald D. Binder, “Th e Origins of the Syna-
gogue: An Evaluation,” in Olsson and Zetterholm, Th e Ancient Synagogue, 124 n. 15; Lee I. 
Levine, “Th e First-Century Synagogue: Critical Reassessments and Assessment of the Criti-
cal,” in Religion and Society in Roman Palestine: Old Questions, New Approaches (ed. Doug-
las R. Edwards; London: Routledge, 2004), 84–89. Also worthy of mention is a building in 
Khir bet Qana that may possibly be a synagogue dating to the fi rst or second century c.e. 
According to Peter Richardson, there have, as yet, been no water installations discovered 
near the synagogue. One excavated house dating to the Byzantine period did, however, have 
a courtyard with a large cistern and a mikveh dating to the early Roman period. Moreover, 
there are two or three other installations that could be mikvaot, but further investigation is 
required to be sure. Th is information was conveyed in a private communication with Peter 
Richardson, April 28, 2005. For a preliminary description of some of the archaeological dis-
coveries at Khirbet Qana, see Peter Richardson, Building Jewish in the Roman East (Waco, 
TX: Baylor University Press, 2004), 103–5. 

20. For a description of the buildings in Qiryat Sefer and Modi‘in, see Levine, “First-Cen-
tury Synagogue,” 84–87. Although Levine does not refer to the mikvaot found in Qiryat Sefer, 
they are mentioned in an online publication of the Israel Ministry of Foreign Aff airs: “Kiryat 
Sefer: A Synagogue in a Jewish Village of the Second Temple Period,” Archaeological Sites in 
Israel 8, http://www.israel-mfa.gov.il/MFA/History/Early+History+-+Archaeology/. 

21. On the dating of the Th eodotus inscription to the early fi rst century, see John S. 
Kloppenborg, “Dating Th eodotus (CIJ II 1404),” JJS 51 (2000): 243–80. 

22. On the Jericho synagogue, see Ehud Netzer, “A Synagogue from the Hasmonean Period 
Recently Exposed in the Western Plain of Jericho,” IEJ 49 (1999): 203–21. Th e identifi cation 
of this building as a synagogue is not entirely certain. Levine, for example, is cautious in his 
assessment, suggesting that future excavations may enable Netzer to solidify his contention 
(Th e Ancient Synagogue, 69). See also the discussion between Ehud Netzer and David Sta-
cey in the online journal Bible and Interpretation: Ehud Netzer, “A Synagogue from the Has-
monean Period Exposed at Jericho,” http://www.bibleinterp.com/articles/Synagogue.htm; 
David Stacey, “Was Th ere a Synagogue in Hasmonean Jericho?” http://www.bibleinterp
.com/articles/Hasmonean_Jericho.htm. Commenting on the location of the synagogue, 
Netzer speculates that it was used by the king’s employees, some of whom may have lived 
in the adjacent houses. Runesson also calls attention to the fact that the building is near 
the Hasmonean palace complex but disconnected from any formal village structure. He 
suggests that the organization of the people would be best described as a guild and that 
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proximately 125 people.23 It was bisected by a water channel that originated at a 
conduit to the north of the hall and terminated at the mikveh to the south. A basin 
located in the northern aisle of the synagogue was also attached to the channel and 
was likely used for ritual washing of the hands.

Th e synagogue at Gamla was a public village assembly hall, centrally located 
near the city gate.24 Th e interior of the building (20 x 16m) was lined with two to 
four rows of benches, which would have seated some 340 people.25 Signifi cantly, 
there is a water channel from an aqueduct outside the city that penetrates the 
northeast wall of the building and ends in a small basin in the northern corner of 
the synagogue. It is likely that this basin was used for hand-washing.26 A mikveh, 
dating to the period of the fi rst Jewish revolt (66–67 c.e.), is located about ten me-
ters to the southwest of the building.27 Th e presence of three other ritual baths in 
Gamla indicates a particular concern for purity in this town.28 

At Masada, the building identifi ed as a synagogue is dated to the time of Herod 
(37–4 b.c.e.).29 Th e building was converted into an assembly hall during the oc-
cupation by the Jewish rebels between 66 and 74 c.e. Th e large hall (12 x 15m) was 
lined with one to four rows of benches, which would have seated 250 people. Its 
identifi cation as a synagogue is confi rmed by the discovery of fragments from the 
books of Deuteronomy and Ezekiel in the adjoining room. Th ere is also a mikveh 
located fi ft een meters north of the synagogue that was apparently built by the reb-
els. In addition, three other mikvaot dating to the fi rst Jewish rebellion are scat-
tered throughout the complex. 

Like the synagogue at Masada, the assembly hall at Herodium was also con-
verted from a preexisting structure.30 In the fi rst phase of the building the hall 

their synagogue was used for semi-public assemblies, both social and religious. See Netzer, 
“Synagogue,” 217; Runesson, Origins, 357–59.

23. Netzer estimates fi ft y centimeters as the average space for one person (“Synagogue,” 
220 n. 29).

24. For a description of the synagogue at Gamla (Gamala), see, for example, Shmaryahu 
Gutman, “Gamala,” in Th e New Encyclopedia of Archaeological Excavations in the Holy Land 
(ed. Ephraim Stern; 4 vols.; Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 1993), 2:459–63; Binder, 
Into the Temple Courts, 162–72. 

25. Netzer, “Synagogue,” 220.
26. So Gutman, “Gamala,” 461. Binder indicates that a separate bench was placed along 

the northeastern wall of the synagogue near the water basin. Commenting on the promi-
nent location of this bench overlooking the rest of the hall, he speculates that the leaders of 
the assembly sat there and that they used the water basin before handling the sacred scrolls 
(Binder, Into the Temple Courts, 170–71). 

27. Lee I. Levine, Th e Ancient Synagogue: Th e First Th ousand Years (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2000), 52. 

28. See Gutman, “Gamala,” 462–63; Danny Syon, “Gamla: Portrait of a Rebellion,” BAR 
18, no. 1 (1992): 21–37. 

29. Ehud Netzer, Masada: Th e Yigael Yadin Excavations, 1963–1965. Final Reports (6 vols.; 
Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 1989), 3:402–13; Binder, Into the Temple Courts, 
172–79. 

30. Gideon Foerster, “Th e Synagogues at Masada and Herodium,” in Ancient Synagogues 
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served as a triclinium in Herod’s fortress palace. It was only during the occupation 
of the rebels during the fi rst Jewish revolt that the hall was converted into a syna-
gogue. Th e Herodium synagogue (10.5 x 15m) was similar in size to the synagogue 
at Masada, seating approximately 250 people.31 Just outside the hall was a mikveh, 
which abutted the eastern wall of the synagogue.32 In addition there was a storage 
pool and adjacent bathtub nearby, from the same phase. 

Th e discovery of several mikvaot at Qumran also warrants our consideration, 
especially since the purifi catory rites of the Qumran community were related to 
liturgical activities that were oft en associated with a synagogue. According to Jodi 
Magness, mikvaot are found in areas in which purity was required, as well as those 
areas in which impurity was incurred. It is therefore not surprising to fi nd a large 
mikveh (loci 56–58) near the entrance to the communal assembly hall (locus 77), 
which was used for dining. While there are no archaeological remains from Qum-
ran to establish the presence of a synagogue, it is likely that locus 77 was also used 
for this purpose.33 Runesson contends that the activities that took place in this 
room were likely those described in 1QS VI, 2–5; these activities included eating, 
praying, and deliberating together in a fashion that is reminiscent of Hellenistic 
associations. Moreover, the yahad referred to in 1QS may well have been a reli-
gious association that was organized much like the synagogue communities of the 
Diaspora.34 

Th e association of water facilities with a synagogue is also attested in the Th e-
odotus inscription: 

Th eodotus, the son of Vettenos, priest and archisynagogos, son of an archisyna-
gogos and grandson of an archisynagogos, built the assembly hall (Synagogue: 
ΣΨΝΑΓΩΓ[Η]Ν) for the reading of the Law and for the teaching of the com-
mandments, and the guest room, the chambers, and the water fi ttings, as an inn 
for those in need from foreign parts, (the synagogue) which his fathers founded 
with the elders and Simonides.35 

Kloppenborg argues that while the fi rst portion of the inscription describes 

Revealed (ed. Lee I. Levine; Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 1981), 24–29; Binder, Into 
the Temple Courts, 180–85. 

31. Binder, Into the Temple Courts, 184–85. 
32. Foerster, Masada and Herodium, 26. 
33. Jodi Magness, Th e Archaeology of Qumran and the Dead Sea Scrolls (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2002), 127. Magness (Archaeology, 127) suggests that a second dining room in 
the secondary building of the complex also had two mikvaot (loci 117–18) in proximity.

34. So Matthias Klinghardt, “Th e Manual of Discipline in the Light of Statutes of Hel-
lenistic Associations,” in Methods of Investigation of the Dead Sea Scrolls and the Khirbet 
Qumran Site: Present Realities and Future Prospects (ed. J. J. Collins et al.; Annals of the New 
York Academy of Sciences 722; New York: Th e New York Academy of Sciences, 1994); cf. 
Moshe Weinfeld, Th e Organizational Pattern and the Penal Code of the Qumran Sect (Göt-
tingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1986). Klinghardt’s comparison of 1QS to a statute of an 
association off ers some insight, but I think that he goes too far when he suggests that the 
Qumran community should not be characterized as a sect. 

35. As translated by Kloppenborg, “Dating Th eodotus,” 244. 
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various portions of the building, the fi nal relative clause treats all of these compo-
nents collectively,as being part of the synagogue.36 Th us, in addition to an assem-
bly hall, this synagogue had several rooms for lodgers as well as some sort of water 
facilities. It is unclear whether these water facilities were used for ritual purposes 
or to meet other needs of the visitors. Given that the synagogue was founded by a 
priestly family, however, we might speculate that these facilities included a mikveh 
along with other facilities for drinking and washing. 

Th e archaeological and epigraphic evidence points to two types of ritual ablu-
tion associated with synagogues in the land of Israel, namely, ritual hand-washing 
and full immersion. Th e water basins found inside the assembly halls at Jericho 
and Gamla suggest that the rituals performed within the synagogue, such as the 
handling of Torah scrolls, required ritual hand-washing.37 It is less certain that 
full immersion was also associated with synagogue rituals. Binder argues that the 
presence of mikvaot in proximity to Second Temple–period synagogues is an indi-
cation that purity requirements were connected with the synagogue in much the 
same way as they were associated with the temple. Such a view, however, is prob-
lematic. First, priestly law attests to the fact that an individual could not enter the 
temple in a state of ritual impurity (Lev 15:31). Th is biblical prohibition is alluded 
to throughout the Second Temple literature, yet none of the sources describe a 
similar ruling pertaining to the synagogue.38 Second, it is diffi  cult from a logistical 
perspective to envision how one synagogue mikveh could accommodate a large 
group of people all intending to immerse prior to an assembly in the synagogue. At 
their maximum capacity, the synagogues under consideration could seat hundreds 
of people. Yet the mikvaot associated with them were relatively small and therefore 
clearly intended only for individual immersion.39 If we estimate that it would take 
one minute for an individual to enter the mikveh, immerse, and emerge, a crowd 
of 120 people would require some two hours to complete their purifi cation. Given 

36. Th e fi nal relative clause is “having been founded.” See Kloppenborg, “Dating Th e-
odotus,” 244 n. 5.

37. On the sanctity of the Torah, see Martin Goodman, “Sacred Scripture and ‘Defi l-
ing the Hands,’ ” JTS 41 (1990): 103–4; cf. Shamma Friedman, “Th e Holy Scriptures Defi le 
the Hands—Th e Transformation of a Biblical Concept in Rabbinic Th eology,” in Minhah 
le-Nahum: Biblical and Other Studies Presented to Nahum M. Sarna in Honour of His Seven-
tieth Birthday (ed. M. Brettler and M. Fishbane; JSOTSup 154; Sheffi  eld: JSOT Press, 1993), 
117–32; Chaim Milikowsky, “Refl ections on Hand-Washing, Hand Purity, and Holy Scrip-
ture in Rabbinic Literature,” in Purity and Holiness: Th e Heritage of Leviticus (ed. M. Por-
thuis and J. Schwartz; Leiden: Brill, 2000), 149–62; Fine, Th is Holy Place, 30.

38. See, for example, B.J. 5.194, 227; 6.426–27; Cher. 94–95; Det. 20; CD XI, 19–21; XII, 
1–2; 1QM XLV, 11–12.

39. One exception would be the large Qumran mikvaot, which resemble the “Jerusalem 
type” mikveh identifi ed by Reich. Th is type of mikveh can be used by several people simul-
taneously and is characterized by (1) its relatively large entrance on the broad side of the 
structure, (2) steps that alternate with wider and narrower treads, and (3) a double entrance 
and/or a small partition built down the center of the stairway. See Ronny Reich, “Th ey Are 
Ritual Baths: Immerse Yourself in the Ongoing Sepphoris Mikveh Debate,” BAR 28, no. 2 
(March/April 2002): 50–55. 
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that synagogue worship was a communal rather than an individual act, this sce-
nario is hardly feasible. 

More likely, the association of water facilities with the central Jewish institution 
was a matter of practicality. Th e public mikveh would have been built at the com-
munal center in order to facilitate the observance of Jewish purity practices within 
the community, in the same way as the synagogues were built to facilitate the com-
munal reading and study of the Torah. Th us members of the community would 
have used the mikveh at the appropriate times in order to maintain their ritual 
purity on a regular basis. Th ey would have also assembled in the synagogue on the 
Sabbath, as well as on other occasions, but they probably would not have routinely 
used the mikveh before entering. It is likely that only those who had direct contact 
with the Torah scrolls would have been required to perform ritual ablutions in 
connection with synagogue rituals. Th ese individuals would have utilized water 
basins for the washing of their hands. 

Purity and the Synagogue in the Diaspora

Th e archaeological remains of two Diaspora buildings have been securely iden-
tifi ed as synagogues dated to the Second Temple period: the Ostia synagogue and 
the synagogue on the island of Delos.40 Both synagogues are located on the sea-
shore, and both have man-made water facilities adjacent to the building. It is oft en 
assumed that the proximity of these synagogues to water is associated with purity 
practices. Yet the existence of both natural and man-made water facilities is some-
what perplexing, since either one or the other would have suffi  ced to meet any 
purity requirements associated with the synagogue. 

Purity and the Location of the Synagogue

Th e synagogue on Delos, dated to the second century b.c.e., is the earliest 
known structure of its kind in either the Diaspora or the land of Israel. It is situ-
ated directly on the shore of what was the eastern side of the city, at some distance 
from the city center and its residential buildings, sanctuaries, and public places.41 
Similarly, the synagogue at Ostia, dated to the fi rst century c.e., stood outside the 
city walls near the ancient seashore.42 Th e epigraphic and literary evidence sug-
gests that synagogues were oft en to be found in proximity to water (the sea or a 
river) and at a distance from the city center. A second-century b.c.e. land survey 
from Arsinoe in Egypt, written on papyrus, indicates that a synagogue was located 
on the outskirts of the town and was situated by a canal.43 Josephus mentions a 

40. Richardson, “An Architectural Case,” 92–93. 
41. Trümper, “Th e Oldest Original Synagogue,” 513–14. 
42. Anders Runesson, “Th e Synagogue at Ancient Ostia: Th e Building and Its History,” in 

Th e Synagogue of Ancient Ostia and the Jews of Rome: Interdisciplinary Studies (ed. B. Olsson, 
O. Brandt, and D. Mitternacht; ActaRom-4o 57; Stockholm: Paul Åströms, 2001), 31, 37. 

43. CPJ 1, no. 134. It should be noted that the original editors of the text indicate that 
the synagogue was outside the town. See B. P. Grenfell, A. S. Hunt, and J. G. Smyly, eds., Th e 
Tebtunis Papyri (4 vols.; London: Oxford University Press, 1902), 4, no. 86. 
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decree of the citizens of Halicarnassus that permitted the Jews to build synagogues 
or houses of prayer near the sea in accordance with their ancestral customs: 

[T]o the eff ect that their sacred services to God and their customary festivals and 
religious gatherings shall be carried on, we have decreed that the those Jewish 
men and women who so wish may observe their Sabbaths and perform their sa-
cred rites in accordance with the Jewish laws, and may build places of prayer near 
the sea in accordance with their native custom. (A.J. 14.258 [Marcus, LCL])

Finally, Acts 16:13 indicates that Paul and his companions went outside the 
gates of Philippi to the riverside to look for the synagogue: “On the Sabbath day we 
went outside the gates by the river, where we supposed there was a place of prayer; 
and we sat down and spoke to the women who had gathered there.” It is quite evi-
dent from this passage that Paul expected to fi nd the synagogue outside the city, by 
the river. Although these sources mention only proximity to water, such locations 
would oft en perforce be at the periphery of the city.

Ismar Elbogen points out, however, that synagogues in the Diaspora were not 
always located beside a source of water. Moreover, there are no halakhic rulings 
pertaining to building synagogues near water, either in the land of Israel or in the 
Diaspora. For Elbogen the signifi cance of the passage in Acts is not that Paul ex-
pects to fi nd the synagogue by the riverside, but that he presumes that it is outside 
the city gate. He writes: “Th e Jews avoided worshipping inside cities that contained 
pagan sanctuaries; only if special Jewish quarters existed, as in Alexandria, were 
synagogues established in them.”44 

If Elbogen is correct, the location of Diaspora synagogues outside the city gate 
does not refl ect a concern with ritual impurity that requires ablutions, but with a 
moral impurity that cannot be washed away. Synagogues—devoted to the wor-
ship of the one God—could not be built on land that was considered polluted by 
idolatry. Philo’s description of the events that occurred aft er the Jews of Alexandria 
heard about the arrest of their enemy supports this conclusion: 

All night long they continued to sing hymns and songs of praise and at dawn 
pouring out through the gates, they made their way to the parts of the beach near 
at hand, since their meeting-houses (προσευχάς) had been taken from them, κἀν 
τῷ καθαρωτάτῳ στάντες they cried out with one accord “Most Mighty King of 
mortals and immortals . . .” (Flacc. 122–123)

F. H. Colson translates the phrase κἀν τῷ καθαρωτάτῳ στάντες as “and stand-
ing in the most open place” (Flacc. 122 [Colson and Whitaker, LCL]). An alter-
native translation is off ered by Runesson, who suggests that in the Jewish con-
text of this passage it would be more accurate to retain the basic meaning of the 
term καθαρός, which is “clean” or “pure.” One might suggest, however, an even 
more nuanced reading of the text, in which the term καθαρός is understood in a 

44. Ismar Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy: A Comprehensive History (trans. R. P. Scheindlin; 
Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1993), 340; translation of Der jüdische Gottesdienst 
in seiner geschichtlichen Entwicklung (Leipzig: G. Fock, 1913). 
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moral sense as being free from pollution.45 In the context of Philo’s narrative, the 
Jews of Alexandria sought a “pure” place to worship God, because their city had 
been polluted by immorality. Not only had their synagogues been taken from 
them, and the Jewish quarters destroyed, many of the Jews had been tortured 
and murdered. Th e blood of innocent people polluted Alexandria, both literally 
and morally.

According to Philo, the Jews go to a place outside the city—a place that re-
places their destroyed synagogues. It is there that they pray in a location that is 
not defi led by moral pollution. Th e issue of concern is the status of the land as it 
pertains to the two continuums of holy/profane and pure/impure. In contrast to 
the land of Israel, which is considered holy, Gentile lands are regarded as profane 
but not necessarily impure. Th e purity or impurity of a Gentile land depends 
upon the activities of the inhabitants. Th us the Alexandrian Jews could gather 
on the beach outside of Alexandria to pray, on land that was considered profane 
but pure. 

In summary, the location of the Diaspora synagogue in proximity to natural 
sources of water coincides with its position at the periphery of the non-Jewish 
city. It is probable that Jews built their synagogues outside the city because they 
considered the land “pure”—that is, unpolluted by the moral impurity associated 
with idolatrous practices and other sin. Th at these locations are oft en near natural 
sources of water has no implication with respect to moral impurity.46 It is possible, 
however, that the water was used for ritual ablutions prior to prayer or the han-
dling of the Torah.

Purity and the Association of Water Facilities with the Synagogue

From as early as the second century b.c.e. until late antiquity, Diaspora syna-
gogues shared one common feature: the presence of a cistern, water basin, or foun-
tain at the entrance area.47 Most frequently, there was a water basin placed in the 
center of the atrium, just outside the main entrance of the building, in the hall, or 
in the narthex that led from the street to the sanctuary.48 Installations of this type 
were found in a number of synagogues in the Diaspora, including the synagogues 
of Delos and Ostia.49 

Th e water installations associated with the synagogue on Delos include three 

45. Cf. LSJ, καθαρός, 850–51. 
46. Contra A. Runesson, who contends that the purity of the location is at least partially 

defi ned by its proximity to the water. See Runesson, “Water and Worship: Ostia and the 
Ritual Bath in the Diaspora Synagogue,” in Olsson, Mitternacht, and Brandt, Synagogue of 
Ancient Ostia, 119–23. 

47. Leonard Victor Rutgers, “Diaspora Synagogues: Synagogue Archaeology in the 
Greco-Roman World,” in Fine, Sacred Realm, 74–75. 

48. Levine, Th e Ancient Synagogue, 308. 
49. Levine also cites En Gedi, Dura Europos, Sardis, Philadelphia in Lydia, Priene, and 

Gerasa, thereby covering a time period from the second century b.c.e to the fi ft h century 
c.e. (Th e Ancient Synagogue, 308–9). 
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water basins and a cistern.50 Fragments from one of the basins are presently lo-
cated between two benches near what was purportedly the main entrance of the 
building. A second was found in a room inside the building and a third in the cis-
tern. It is most probable that these marble basins held water for ritual ablutions.51 
Th ere has been some speculation that the cistern inside the synagogue may have 
been used for ritual bathing, especially since it allowed for human access.52 If this 
were the case, it would be among the earliest known mikvaot in the world, the ear-
liest associated with a synagogue, and the only ancient mikveh discovered outside 
the land of Israel. Yet the architecture of the Delian water reservoir does not con-
form to that of contemporaneous mikvaot found in the land of Israel. Moreover, 
its proximity to the sea, which could have served the same purpose as a mikveh, 
makes this identifi cation questionable. In all likelihood, the water from the cistern 
was used for daily activities such as drinking, cooking, washing, and cleaning.53

Th e earliest plan of the synagogue at Ostia included a well and a shallow cistern 
that stood to the right of the main entrance.54 It also had other features that were 
shared by the guilds of Ostia, including an assembly room and a triclinium.55 It 
is likely that the well and the cistern served a similar function in the synagogue 
as they did in other Ostian guilds, including both ritual and non-ritual purposes. 
During the fi rst renovation of the synagogue a basin was constructed in the area 
to the right, just inside the entrance to the eastern main door.56 Th e basin holds a 
large amount of water, some four times the amount that would be required for a 
mikveh constructed according to rabbinic requirements. Yet the form of the basin 
diff ers signifi cantly from a traditional mikveh in that it is very large and shallow, 
rather than narrow and deep. Moreover, it was probably fi lled with water that had 
been drawn from the well, rather than by direct access. Runesson concludes that 
the basin was used for ritual washing and suggests that its shallowness may imply 
washing of the hands and feet.

50. Binder, Into the Temple Courts, 297–317; Trümper, “Th e Oldest Original Syna-
gogue,” 513–98. Cf. White, whose analyses are, however, disputed by Binder and Trümper. 
See L. Michael White, “Th e Delos Synagogue Revisited: Recent Fieldwork in the Graeco-
Roman Diaspora,” HTR 80 (1987): 133–60. 

51. Trümper, Th e Oldest Original Synagogue, 577. 
52. Levine, Th e Ancient Synagogue, 101; Runesson, “Water and Worship,” 124 n. 84. On 

human access to the cistern, see Binder, Into the Temple Courts, 306–7 n. 153. 
53. Trümper, Th e Oldest Original Synagogue, 575–77.
54. L. Michael White, “Synagogue and Society in Imperial Ostia: Archaeological and 

Epigraphic Evidence,” HTR 90 (1997): 23–58; Anders Runesson, “Th e Oldest Synagogue 
Building in the Diaspora: A Response to L. Michael White,” HTR 92 (1999): 409–33. White 
responded to Runesson in “Reading the Ostia Synagogue: A Reply to A. Runesson,” HTR 92 
(1999): 435–64, and Runesson off ered a subsequent response in “A Monumental Synagogue 
from the First Century: Th e Case of Ostia,” JSJ 33 (2002): 171–220; cf. Runesson, “Th e Syna-
gogue of Ancient Ostia,” 29–99. An important contribution is also made by Binder, Into the 
Temple Courts, 322–36.

55. Richardson, “An Architectural Case,” 97–105. 
56. Runesson, “Th e Synagogue of Ancient Ostia,” 69–71; cf. idem, “Water and Worship,” 

125. 
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Th e archaeological evidence suggests that ritual ablutions were associated with 
synagogues in the Diaspora and that these purifi cation procedures did not involve 
immersion in a mikveh.57 It is not clear, however, how this ritual ablution was per-
formed. Th e literary sources attest to the relationship between hand-washing and 
synagogue activities. For example, the Sibylline Oracles indicate that Jews washed 
their hands before praying (3.591–93). Similarly, Josephus indicates that the elders 
who translated the Law from the Hebrew into Greek washed their hands before 
handling the sacred scripture (A.J. 12.106). A parallel account in the Letter of Aris-
teas is particularly informative: 

Following the custom of all the Jews, they washed their hands in the sea in the 
course of their prayers to God, and then proceeded to the reading and explica-
tion of each point. I asked this question: “What is their purpose in washing their 
hands while saying their prayers?” Th ey explained that it is evidence that they 
have done no evil, for all activity takes place by means of the hands. (305–6)

In this passage, hand-washing is associated with both prayer and the handling 
of scripture. Th e purported reason for hand-washing, however, is not ritual pu-
rifi cation, but moral purity. In this passage, there is an overlap between the two 
categories of ritual and moral impurity. Because sin is regarded as being ritually 
defi ling, it may be removed by washing one’s hands. 

It is also possible that Jews purifi ed themselves by sprinkling with water. Philo 
attests to the practice of splashing or sprinkling oneself aft er sexual relations (Spec. 
3.63) and a combination of sprinkling and bathing in order to remove corpse im-
purity (Spec. 3.205; cf. 1.261). Th e practice of purifi cation by sprinkling with water 
is widely attested in the Greco-Roman world.58 At the entrances to Greek temples 
there were vessels containing water (περιππαντήρια, or “sprinkling basins”). Prior 
to entering, the worshiper would dip his hand into the vessel and sprinkle himself 
with water.59 Since only the pure could be admitted to the sanctuary, everyone 
was required to make use of the water basin in order to achieve a state of purity 
necessary for approaching the gods. Th is all-purpose purifi cation rite ensured that 
no one would defi le the temple with miasma, a pollution that came from natural 
sources such as sexual intercourse, birth, and death as well as from guilt or sin. 

Whether Jews washed their hands or sprinkled themselves with water, it is 
probable that the water facilities located at the entrance to the Diaspora synagogue 
were intended for the use of all who entered. Like their Greek neighbors, Jews in 

57. Th e notion that ritual ablutions were associated with synagogues in the Diaspora 
may be substantiated by epigraphic evidence. A papyrus from Egypt, dated to 113 b.c.e., 
records the expenses incurred to supply two synagogues with water. Th e sums of money re-
fl ect the usage of considerable quantities of water, which may have been used for both ritual 
and non-ritual activities. See CPJ 2, no. 432; cf. Rutgers, “Diaspora Synagogues,” 74–75. 

58. Walter Burkert, Greek Religion (trans. J. Raff an; Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1985), 75–84. 

59. Roman sanctuaries also provided basins for ritual ablutions. When the worshiper 
entered the shrine, he would wash his hands in the basin and pray facing the image (John E. 
Stambaugh, “Th e Functions of Roman Temples,” ANRW 16.1:579). 
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the Diaspora would have purifi ed themselves prior to entering the buildings in 
which they worshiped. In so doing, they would not have necessarily diff erentiated 
between the categories of ritual and moral impurity. Rather, it is likely that within 
the larger cultural context in which Jews of the Diaspora lived such distinctions 
became blurred. 

Purity, Holiness, and the Synagogue

At the turn of the Common Era, as we have seen, the relationship between pu-
rity and the synagogue varied with geographic location and cultural context. Th ese 
regional variances in practice are signifi cant to the discussion of the synagogue as 
a sacred realm. In the Diaspora, there was a close association between purity and 
the synagogue. Living among other peoples, Jews made every attempt to isolate 
their synagogues from the pollution caused by idolatry and other egregious sins. 
In addition, they adopted the practice of performing ritual ablutions involving 
hand-washing or sprinkling prior to entering the synagogue. Th is concern with 
impurity indicates that Jews living in the Diaspora at the turn of the Common Era 
probably regarded the synagogue building as sacred. 

Th e terminology used to refer to synagogues in the Diaspora attests to the ap-
parent sanctity of the institution. Th e most common term, προσευχή (proseuche), 
is used in inscriptions from Egypt dated as early as the third century b.c.e. to 
refer to Jewish institutions that had “temple-status,” as indicated by their honor-
ifi c dedications to rulers and the right of asylum.60 Th e reference to a προσευχή 
is also used in conjunction with other terms to denote a sacred precinct.61 Ad-
ditionally, a second-century papyrus describes a plot of land associated with 
a προσευχή in Arsinoe-Crocodilopolis as a sacred grove.62 All of these usages 
seem to imply that the synagogue building was regarded as sacred from an early 
period. 

Th e textual evidence indicates that in the fi rst century c.e. the Diaspora syna-
gogue was still considered to be a sacred edifi ce. Philo, for example, almost al-
ways uses the term προσευχή to refer to the synagogue and employs terms such 
as τέμενος, ἵερος, and ἱεροί περίβολοι to indicate the sanctity of the institution 
(for example, Legat. 137; Flacc. 48; Spec. 3.171). Similarly, Josephus uses the term 
ἱερόν in reference to a synagogue on at least fi ve occasions. Most interesting is his 
description of the synagogue in Antioch, to which the successors of Antiochus IV 
restored the votive off erings previously plundered from the Jerusalem temple (B.J. 
7.44–45). What is signifi cant here is that the synagogue was considered a suitable 
place to house these brass ornaments and gift s. Clearly, Josephus’s use of the term 
τὸ ἱερόν indicates that the Antiochian synagogue was regarded as a consecrated 
edifi ce.63 

60. William Horbury and David Noy, eds., Jewish Inscriptions of Graeco-Roman Egypt 
(JIGRE) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), nos. 22, 24, 25, 27, 28, 125. 

61. JIGRE, nos. 9, 129. For a full discussion on epigraphical and papyrological evidence 
in relation to the Egyptian synagogue, see Levine, Th e Ancient Synagogue, 75–84. 

62. CPJ 1, no. 134.
63. Binder, Into the Temple Courts, 123. 
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Th e sanctity of the Diaspora synagogue is derived from its liturgical and spatial 
aspects. In this respect, the synagogue is similar to the Greco-Roman temple and 
the association building. For our purposes, it is noteworthy that all three types of 
buildings are places in which worship takes place, and all have water basins located 
at their entrances. Th e signifi cance of these water facilities is explained by the Greek 
scholar Pollux (second century c.e.): “Th e area inside of the περιππαντήρια is pos-
sessed by the gods, sacred, consecrated, and inviolable while that outside is open 
to ordinary use.”64 In the Greco-Roman world, access to sacred space required 
purifi cation. Just as the Gentile approaching the shrine of a deity was required to 
sprinkle him- or herself with water, so too did the Jew entering the Diaspora syna-
gogue perform ritual ablutions. 

Th is direct correlation between ritual ablutions and entrance to the synagogue 
has no parallel in the land of Israel. Th e proximity of the mikveh to the synagogue 
cannot be taken as conclusive evidence that the synagogue was considered sacred, 
since Jews probably maintained a certain level of ritual purity regardless of their 
intention to participate in communal gatherings. One possible exception may be 
found at Qumran, where there are mikvaot in proximity to locus 77, the room most 
likely to have been used as a synagogue. Yet even here it is diffi  cult to determine 
the extent to which purity practices were specifi cally related to worship. Finally, we 
must consider that water basins associated with the synagogue were not located at 
the entrance to the building, but inside the assembly hall. Th us these basins could 
not have been used for purifi cation purposes prior to entering the building. 

If material remains are inconclusive, there is some literary evidence to support 
this claim to holiness. In Philo’s detailed account of the Essene community, it is 
in the sacred spots that they called synagogues that the Essenes gathered on the 
Sabbath for the reading and expounding of the Torah (Prob. 81–82). It could be ar-
gued that Philo is evaluating the Essene synagogues on the basis of his experience 
with Egyptian synagogues, imposing the holiness from one context on the other. 
Philo’s use of terminology, however, suggests that he is diff erentiating between the 
προσευχή of Egypt and the συναγωγή of this community. Additionally, his ex-
tensive description of the Essenes points to the likelihood that he had genuine 
knowledge of the sanctity of the Essene synagogues. 

Philo’s reference to the holiness of the Essene synagogues is also supported by 
evidence from the Qumran literature. Liturgical texts, such as the Songs of the 
Sabbath Sacrifi ce, 4QBerakhot, and 4QDaily Prayers, indicate that the worshipers 
regarded themselves as a sacred assembly and that the angels were envisioned as 
joining with the community in prayer.65 Th is evidence is local-specifi c, however, 
and relates to a non-public synagogue. 

While there is uncertainty pertaining to the sanctity of the early synagogue, 

64. Pollux 1.8 as cited by Robert A. Wild, Water in the Cultic Worship of Isis and Sarapis 
(Leiden: Brill, 1981), 130. 

65. For a discussion of the communion of angels, see, for example, Carol Newsom, Songs 
of the Sabbath Sacrifi ce: A Critical Edition (HSS 27; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1985) 17–19; 
Esther Chazon, “Prayers from Qumran and Th eir Historical Implications,” DSD 1 (1994): 
265–84; idem, “Th e Function of the Qumran Prayer Texts: An Analysis of the Daily Prayers 
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it is generally assumed that by late antiquity Jews living in the land of Israel re-
garded their synagogues as sacred. According to Steven Fine, aft er the destruc-
tion of the Jerusalem temple in 70 c.e. the importance of the synagogue was ex-
pressed “through an ever-increasing attribution of sanctity.”66 In his view, one of 
the sources of this holiness was the Torah scrolls. Fine is undoubtedly correct in 
suggesting that the sanctity of the synagogue was at least partially derived from 
the presence of the Torah. What is problematic, however, is his insistence that the 
transfer of this holiness is triggered by a single historical event, even one as trau-
matic as the destruction of the temple. 

More fruitful, in my view, is evidence concerning the relationship between the 
Torah and the synagogue. Scholars agree that the public reading and studying of 
the Torah was the central liturgical function of the synagogue from its origins.67 At 
some point during the liturgical development of the synagogue the Torah became 
more than sacred scripture, and the scrolls themselves were perceived to be sacred 
objects in their own right. Evidence for the beginning of the ritualization of the 
Torah scroll can be traced to the Persian period, when the Torah reading took 
place at the city gate. Th is rite, described in Neh 8:1–12, was characterized by a 
distinct reverence for the Torah. As the Torah scroll was opened in the sight of the 
people, they changed their posture to a standing position (v. 5). Th e priest then of-
fered a blessing, to which the people responded in agreement with uplift ed hands. 
Finally, the people prostrated themselves, praying before the Lord (v. 6). Only aft er 
the completion of these rituals was the Torah scroll read (vv. 7–8). 

Th e rituals that preceded the reading of Torah served to ritualize the scroll itself 
by lending sanctity to the very act of unfurling it. Eventually, it was no longer just 
the text that was considered holy, but also the physical scrolls that contained the 
scripture. Th e Jews came to perceive the Torah scrolls as sacred ritual objects in 
much the same way as Gentiles viewed their idols.68 By the late Second Temple 
period, these scrolls were protected by laws governing ritual purity. Th is attribu-
tion of holiness to the scrolls is substantiated by the presence of water basins inside 
synagogues in the land of Israel. As previously indicated, these basins were likely 
associated with the handling of the Torah scrolls by the leader of the assembly. 
Th is evidence strongly suggests that it is the growing sanctity of the Torah scroll 
and not the destruction of the temple in 70 c.e. that caused the sacralization of the 
synagogue. 

Within the context of a worldview in which space was divided into categories 
of sacred and profane, the sanctity of the synagogue would not have had the sa-

(4Q503),” in Th e Dead Sea Scrolls Fift y Years aft er Th eir Discovery (ed. L. H. Schiff man, 
E. Tov, and J. C. VanderKam; Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 2000), 217–25. 

66. Fine, “From Meeting House to Sacred Realm,” 24. 
67. See Lee I. Levine, “Th e Nature and Origin of the Palestinian Synagogue Reconsid-

ered,” JBL 115, no. 3 (1996): 425–48. For a discussion on the public reading of the Torah 
during the Persian Period, see Runesson, Origins, 278–99; James W. Watts, ed., Persia and 
Torah: Th e Th eory of Imperial Authorization of the Pentateuch (Atlanta: Society of Biblical 
Literature, 2001). 

68. See Goodman, “Sacred Scripture,” 103–4. 
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cred status of the Holy of Holies, the perceived dwelling place of God. Yet neither 
would it have been regarded as entirely common, for it was within the synagogue 
that the sacred scripture was read and studied. It is likely that for some groups, 
such as Philo’s Essenes and the sacred assemblies described in the Qumran lit-
erature, there was a highly developed perception of sanctity associated with the 
synagogue. For other groups, however, any sanctity associated with the synagogue 
would probably have been less palpable. As a sacred object, the Torah scroll may 
have been perceived as importing sanctity to either the building or the assembly 
that gathered together on the Sabbath to participate in sacred ritual. It is likely that 
Jews who gathered in sacred assembly on the Sabbath to read their holy texts per-
ceived that they were entering a sacred realm. Th e nature of this sanctity may not 
have been permanent in the sense that it was associated with a sacred space per se. 
Rather, it was the holiness of the Torah that lent its sanctity to the “synagogue,” not 
as a physical building, but as an assembly of the people. Th us, on the continuum 
between the common and the holy, the early synagogue in the land of Israel may 
have possessed an emerging sanctity. 

In summary, it seems probable that the early synagogue in the Diaspora and the 
land of Israel was regarded, at least to some extent, as a sacred realm, but the nature 
of this sanctity varied according to geographic location. Jews in the Diaspora were 
more likely to have regarded their synagogues as being inherently sacred. Th at is, 
they may have perceived a permanent holiness associated with both the liturgical 
and spatial aspects of the synagogue. In the land of Israel, however, the idea of the 
sanctity of the early synagogue was not as highly developed and may have been a 
temporary quality associated with the performance of Torah rituals. Finally, it is 
apparent that in both the Diaspora and the land of Israel the sanctity of the syna-
gogue developed under the infl uence of a variety of social and cultural factors. Its 
holiness must therefore be considered independently of historical events such as 
the destruction of the Jerusalem temple. 

Conclusion

In his book Judaism: Practice and Belief, Sanders convincingly establishes that 
there was a generalized concern with purity issues among Jews during the period 
under consideration. At the same time, he distinguishes between the purity prac-
tices of Jews living in the land of Israel and those who resided in the Diaspora. Our 
analysis takes this distinction one step further by considering the purity practices 
associated with the synagogue. As has been shown, the local-specifi c evidence 
pointing to the association of mikvaot with synagogues appears to be spatial rather 
than functional. While it is likely that Jews in the land of Israel immersed them-
selves in order to maintain a level of ritual purity on a regular basis, it is doubtful 
that they routinely purifi ed themselves for the specifi c purpose of entering the syn-
agogue. In contrast, Jews living in the Diaspora seemed to have been much more 
concerned with both ritual and moral impurity as it pertained to the synagogue. 
Th ey likely performed ritual ablutions prior to entering the synagogue, utilizing 
water basins for the hand-washing or sprinkling that removed ritual and moral 
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impurity. Moreover, it would appear that they took care to locate their synagogues 
on “pure” land untainted by the moral pollution of Gentile idolatry and sin. 

Within the context of common Judaism, Sanders also considers the function 
of the synagogue in fi rst-century Judaism. He contends, as do other scholars, that 
the synagogue was important to Jewish life and worship throughout Israel and the 
Diaspora. Most signifi cantly, it was the place where Jews assembled on the Sab-
bath to hear the reading of the Torah and the exposition of the Law. Sanders does 
not, however, address the issue of the sanctity of the synagogue during this period. 
Th e investigation of this question has off ered some insight into perceptions of the 
holiness of the synagogue in both the Diaspora and the land of Israel. It has shown 
that the terminology used to describe synagogues in the Diaspora oft en alluded to 
their sacred status. In addition, the Diaspora synagogue had architectural features 
similar to other structures, such as the Greco-Roman temple and the association 
building. In the latter two cases, access to sacred space required purifi cation. Since 
similar purity practices were also connected to the synagogue, it is quite probable 
that Jews in the Diaspora considered their synagogues to be holy from both a spa-
tial and liturgical perspective. 

Within the land of Israel the situation was much more diverse. Th ere is evi-
dence to suggest that the synagogues of the Essenes were regarded as sacred in 
both their spatial and ritual aspects. For the most part, however, the synagogue 
sanctity in the land of Israel was not inherent but derived from the Torah scrolls 
that were read and stored within its confi nes. On a local level, the presence of 
water basins inside the synagogue supports this position. While we cannot deter-
mine the extent to which the synagogue would have been considered sacred in the 
fi rst century, we can speculate that there was an impermanent sanctity associated 
with the liturgical function of the institution. 

Th ese observations remind us not to lose sight of the local context in our at-
tempt to demonstrate the existence of a “common Judaism” and encourage us to 
see the synagogue as a locus that will allow us to elucidate both similarities and 
diff erences within and between Jewish practice in the Diaspora and in the land of 
Israel.
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Going Up to Jerusalem:
Purity, Pilgrimage, and the Historical Jesus

 It has become common in recent years to divide the modern “quest” for the his-
torical Jesus into three stages: (1) the fi rst quest, initiated in the eighteenth century 
by Reimarus, in which Jesus was represented as a teacher of eternal ethics whose 
message conformed with the liberal and rational ideals of contemporary Europe;1 
(2) the post-Bultmannian “new quest” of the mid–twentieth century with its focus 
on reconstructing the authentic sayings of Jesus using various criteria;2 and (3) the 
current “third” phase that is characterized primarily by its placement of Jesus in 
his Jewish context.3 Th is latter approach paves the way for interdisciplinary studies 

1. Th e fi rst quest could be characterized as a backlash against (Catholic) church author-
ity during the Enlightenment. Its proponents were mostly Protestant Christians, including 
Hermann Samuel Reimarus, David Fredrich Strauss, Albrecht Ritschl, Johannes Weiss, and 
Albert Schweitzer. Th is phase of the historical Jesus debate ended in the fi rst half of the 
twentieth century when Rudolf Bultmann argued that historical research on Jesus was theo-
logically insignifi cant. For a convenient anthology of the fi rst quest, see Gregory W. Dawes, 
ed., Th e Historical Jesus Quest: Landmarks in the Search for the Jesus of History (Louisville: 
Westminister John Knox, 1999).

2. It was Rudolf Bultmann’s student Ernst Käsemann who reopened the question in 1953 
with a speech delivered to former theological students in Marburg. He insisted that scholars 
should look for “the distinctive elements in the earthly Jesus” and proceeded to outline the 
principle that would become known as the criterion of dissimilarity. Th is second phase of 
the historical Jesus debate ended gradually as the direction of research began to change 
course, sometime in the 1970s or 1980s. See Ernst Käsemann, “Th e Problem of the Histori-
cal Jesus,” in Essays on New Testament Th emes (trans. W. J. Montague; SBT 41; London: SCM 
Press, 1964), 15–47; repr. in Dawes, Th e Historical Jesus Quest, 279–313. On the criterion of 
authenticity, see Donald L. Denton, Historiography and Hermeneutics in Jesus Studies: An 
Examination of the Work of John Dominic Crossan and Ben F. Meyer (London: T & T Clark, 
2004), 193–209; John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus (3 vols.; New 
York: Doubleday, 1991), 1:167–95.

3. Depending on the approach, the Jewish Jesus has been portrayed in a variety of roles, 
including that of wisdom sage (e.g., John Dominic Crossan, Robert Funk, Burton Mack), 
savior (e.g., N. T. Wright), social prophet (e.g., Richard Horsley, Gerd Th eissen, Marcus 
Borg), and eschatological prophet (e.g., E. P. Sanders, John P. Meier, Paula Fredriksen). Tel-
ford identifi es four major trends in the study of Jesus during the 1980s and the early years 
of the following decade: (1) the tendency to ask broader questions, (2) the attempt to set 
Jesus within the wider context of the Jewish and Hellenistic world, (3) the emphasis on the 
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in which historical Jesus research can be conducted within the larger framework 
of Second Temple Jewish studies. 

It is extremely diffi  cult to construct the life of the historical Jesus with any ac-
curacy. It is likely, however, that Jesus, like other Galilean Jews, maintained some 
level of observance of the laws of Israel.4 Th e Gospels ascribe to Jesus consider-
able concern with regard to the law. In Q 11:42 (Matt 23:23 || Luke 11:42),5 for 
example, Jesus is portrayed as criticizing the Pharisees for tithing mint, dill, and 
cumin, but neglecting the weightier matters of the law. It is not suggested that the 
Pharisees should have dispensed with the “lighter” laws in order to devote more 
attention to those laws that were presumed to be more important, but, rather, that 
they should have attended to all legal obligations. Th e underlying assumption is 
that observance of the law is not negotiable.6 Similarly, Luke indicates that the 
women at Jesus’ tomb observed the Sabbath, resting “according to the command-
ment” (Luke 23:56). Acts assumes that the temple cult was valid for apostolic Jews 

Jewishness of Jesus, and (4) the adoption of a sociological perspective. Drawing attention 
to the lack of uniformity of methodologies and the diversity in the results, he also ques-
tions whether the scholarly activity that began in the 1980s should be regarded as a third 
quest. In his view, the recent developments in historical Jesus research might be viewed as 
being broadly in continuity with the New Quest. See William R. Telford, “Major Trends 
and Interpretive Issues in the Study of Jesus,” in Studying the Historical Jesus: Evaluations 
of Current Research (ed. B. Chilton and C. A. Evans; Leiden: Brill, 1997), 33–74; cf. James 
Carleton Paget, “Quests for the Historical Jesus,” in The Cambridge Companion to Jesus (ed. 
M. Bockmuehl; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 138–55.

4. On Jesus and the law, see, for example,William R. G. Loader, Jesus’ Attitude towards 
the Law: A Study of the Gospels (WUNT 97; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1997); James D. G. 
Dunn, Jesus, Paul, and the Law: Studies in Mark and Galatians (Louisville: Westminister 
John Knox, 1990); Robert Banks, Jesus and the Law in the Synoptic Tradition (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1975).

5. I follow the reconstruction of Q in James M. Robinson, Paul Hoff mann, and John S. 
Kloppenborg, eds., Th e Critical Edition of Q: Synopsis Including the Gospels of Matthew and 
Luke, Mark, and Th omas with English, German, and French Translations of Q and Th omas 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2000). My position on the synoptic problem is that I accept the 
two-source theory, recognizing Markan priority and Q as an explanation for the double 
tradition. Th ere is some scholarly discussion on whether the special material of Matthew 
refl ects a single source, but for the purposes of this paper this issue is of little consequence. 
On the likelihood of M as a single source for Matthew, see Robert E. Van Voorst, Jesus Out-
side the New Testament: An Introduction to the Ancient Evidence (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2000), 143–48.

6. Regarding the Jesus movement as it developed aft er Jesus’ death, Saldarini insists that 
the Matthean community operated well within the framework of fi rst-century Judaism, 
and that the Matthean Jesus and his disciples were fully observant of the Jewish law. See 
Anthony J. Saldarini, Matthew’s Christian Jewish Community (Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1994), 124–64: cf. Alan Segal, “Matthew’s Jewish Voice,” in Social History of the 
Matthean Community: Cross-Disciplinary Approaches (ed. David Balch; Minneapolis: For-
tress, 1991), 3–37. In a similar vein, Loader contends that there is underlying assumption in 
both Luke and Acts that Jesus, those who surround him, and those who later follow him are 
faithful to Torah (Loader, Jesus’ Attitude, 379–82).
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(e.g., Acts 3:1–10).7 Th ese latter two examples point to a continuity between the 
practices ascribed to Jesus and those attributed to the movement that continued 
to develop aft er his death. 

If there is reason to believe that Jesus may have observed Jewish law to some 
extent, would this observance have extended to the purity laws? In recent years, 
several studies have considered this question but without reaching a consensus. 
Paula Fredriksen argues that Jesus was “truly a Jew of his own time”; he observed 
the purity laws and, indeed, took them for granted “as fundamental to the worship 
of God.”8 Roger P. Booth, by contrast, interprets Mark 7:15 as evidence that Jesus 
believed that “there is nothing outside a person that by going in can defi le, but the 
things that come out are what defi le.”9 Booth’s analysis of this logion leads him 
to the conclusion that Jesus viewed the moral impurity caused by sin as a much 
more serious condition than ritual impurity.10 Th omas Kazen suggests that Jesus 
was part of a moral trajectory that placed relative importance on social justice 
and morality and did not allow the purity law to take precedence over issues of 
table fellowship and community.11 Kazen contends that Jesus remained within the 
framework of the purity paradigm even as he disregarded impurity in a way that 
the Jewish religious establishment may have perceived as a threat. 

For the most part, the debate over Jesus’ attitude toward impurity has not fo-
cused on the purity laws as they pertain to the festivals.12 According to the Gospel 
accounts, Jesus’ travels to Jerusalem coincided with the Jewish festivals, when Jew-
ish men were required to make pilgrimage to the temple. Whereas the Synoptic 
Gospels mention only one journey to Jerusalem prior to Passover (Mark 11:1–11 
[Matt 21:1–11 || Luke 19:28–40]), the Gospel of John indicates that Jesus made 
four such pilgrimages: twice at Passover (John 2:13; 11:55), once for the celebra-

7. Mark Nanos and Anders Runesson recently coined the term “apostolic Judaism” to 
designate Christ-belief within the context of fi rst-century Judaism. Anders Runesson, “Re-
thinking the Parting(s) of the Ways” (paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Society 
of Biblical Literature, Philadelphia, November 19, 2005).

8. Paula Fredriksen, Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews (New York: Random House, 
1999), 203; cf. idem, “Did Jesus Oppose the Purity Laws?” Bible Review 11, no. 3 (1995): 
20–25, 42–47.

9. Roger P. Booth, Jesus and the Laws of Purity: Tradition History and Legal History in 
Mark 7 (JSNTSup 13; Sheffi  eld: JSOT Press, 1986), 219. 

10. Klawans distinguishes between two types of impurity: ritual defi lement, a contagion 
that temporarily excludes the individual from participating in temple rituals, and the more 
permanent moral defi lement caused by sin, a form of impurity that is not related to temple 
worship. See Jonathan Klawans, Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2000), 22–38, and part I of the present volume. 

11. Th omas Kazen, Jesus and Purity Halakhah: Was Jesus Indiff erent to Impurity? 
(ConBNT 38; Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 2002), 347; cf. James D. G. Dunn, “Jesus 
and Purity: An Ongoing Debate,” NTS 48 (2002): 465. [Editor’s note: See also Susan Haber’s 
review of Kazen in the Bryn Mawr Classical Review (March 28, 2006). Online: http://ccat
.sas.upenn.edu/bmcr/2006/2006-03-28.html.]

12. See, however, Fredriksen, Jesus of Nazareth, 205–7; cf. Kazen, Jesus and Purity Hal-
akhah, 249–50. 
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tion of an unspecifi ed feast (5:1), and once for Tabernacles (7:10).13 While the his-
toricity of these specifi c references cannot be substantiated, they do suggest that 
the author(s) and readers/hearers of the Fourth Gospel believed that Jesus made 
pilgrimage to Jerusalem as prescribed by the Torah. 

If we consider the testimony of the Gospels with respect to Jesus’ travels to Je-
rusalem within the socio-historical context of the late Second Temple period, we 
can be reasonably certain of two things. First, Jesus probably made pilgrimage to 
the temple in Jerusalem on at least some of the festivals. Second, Jews entering the 
temple on the festivals or on any other occasion were required to be ritually pure.14 
Between these two poles of certainty, however, there is a question that remains 
unanswered by the texts: When Jesus made pilgrimage to the temple, did he purify 
himself prior to entering? 

Th e present study attempts to shed light on the practices of Jesus with respect to 
purity and pilgrimage by using textual and archaeological evidence to reconstruct 
pilgrimage patterns and purifi cation rituals in the late Second Temple period. Th e 
intent is to cast as wide a net as possible, relying on a variety of textual sources in-
cluding the Hebrew Bible, Pseudepigrapha, New Testament, Philo, Josephus, and 
the Tannaitic traditions. In considering direct evidence about Jesus, I reject the 
minimalist approach advocated by those who would adopt the criterion of dis-
similarity to determine the authentic traditions. Rather, I follow Gerd Th eissen in 
employing the criterion of historical plausibility to demonstrate a positive connec-
tion between the Jesus traditions and the Jewish milieu of fi rst-century Galilee and 
Judea.15 Essential to the task of placing Jesus in his Jewish context is the interpreta-
tion of literary sources in conjunction with an evaluation of material remains.16 
Th e identifi cation of Jewish ethnic markers such as stone vessels and mikvaot is 
not only essential to establishing a Jewish context in the regions under consider-
ation, it also constitutes indisputable evidence for the observance of purity prac-

13. [Editor’s note: According to the Fourth Gospel, Jesus remained in Jerusalem from 
the autumn feast until the winter celebration of the Feast of Dedication (John 10:22), which 
commemorates the Maccabees’ purifi cation of the temple. Th is extrabiblical feast is not to 
be confused with the three biblical festivals for which Jewish men were required to make 
pilgrimage to the temple (Deut 16:16). Note, however, that he did not go up for the inter-
mediate Passover festival (John 6:1–4) but remained in Galilee, where many other Galileans 
are said to have joined him for a supper of loaves and fi shes. For discussion of the literary 
and theological reasons for Jesus’ Galilean Passover, see Adele Reinhartz, “Th e Gospel of 
John: Jews and Judaism,” in Th e Cambridge Dictionary of Christianity (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press), forthcoming.]

14. According to Levitical law, those who are in a state of ritual impurity are prohibited 
from entering the sancta or coming in direct contact with holy foods (Lev 7:20–21; 15:31; 
22:3–7).

15. Gerd Th eissen and Annette Merz, Th e Historical Jesus: A Comprehensive Guide 
(trans. J. Bowden; London: SCM Press, 1998), 115–18.

16. Cf. Freyne, who adopts the criterion of historical plausibility to determine Jesus’ so-
cial context while simultaneously using archaeological evidence to reconstruct fi rst-century 
Galilee (Sean Freyne, Jesus, a Jewish Galilean: A New Reading of the Jesus-Story [London: 
T & T Clark, 2004], 1–23). 
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tices in specifi c locations.17 Also pertinent are geographic surveys and remains of 
ancient highways, which provide clues to various aspects of ancient pilgrimage, 
including travel routes, length of journeys, and road conditions. Th e synthesis of 
this material evidence with information gleaned from the textual sources will pro-
vide a contextual framework for a discussion of Jesus, the Jewish pilgrim.18 

Jewish Pilgrimage in the First Century c.e. 

Th e origin of Jewish pilgrimage can be traced to the biblical injunction found in 
the book of Deuteronomy: “Th ree times a year all your males shall appear before 
the Lord your God in the place that He will choose” (Deut 16:16).19 Th e Israelite 
male was thus required to bring a sacrifi ce on the three specifi ed feasts of Passover, 
Pentecost, and Tabernacles. Th e purpose of these festivals was to commemorate 
the exodus and to express gratitude for the harvest.20 In this sense, the pilgrimage 
was very much a communal experience, one that enhanced group identity and af-
fi rmed the relationship between Israel and her God. 

Although there is no record of when pilgrimages to Jerusalem began, it is evi-
dent that the practice increased signifi cantly in the Second Temple period.21 By the 
fi rst century, there were a large number of pilgrims arriving in Jerusalem on the 
festivals, especially the festival of Passover, which was considered the most impor-
tant.22 Josephus estimates that on one Passover the pilgrims numbered 2.7 million 
(B.J. 6.425) and on another no less than three million (B.J. 2.280). One rabbinic 
source calculates the number to be as high as twelve million (t. Pesahim 4:15). 
Scholars have recognized that these numbers are infl ated and have used various 
methods to calculate more realistic fi gures. Joachim Jeremias, for example, bases 

17. Reed identifi es four archaeological indicators of Jewish religious identity: (1) stone 
vessels, (2) mikvaot, (3) secondary burial with ossuaries in loculi tombs, and (4) bone pro-
fi les that lack pork. See Jonathan L. Reed, Archaeology and the Galilean Jesus: A Re-exami-
nation of the Evidence (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2000), 42–49.

18. Here I follow the example of Crossan and Reed, who do not prioritize one kind 
of evidence over the other, but insist upon an integration of textual sources and material 
remains. See John Dominic Crossan and Jonathan L. Reed, Excavating Jesus: Beneath the 
Stones, behind the Texts (rev. ed.; San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2001), xvii–xxi.

19. Th is law, dated to the seventh century b.c.e., is part of the deuteronomistic reform 
that marks Israel’s transition from a tribal confederation to a centralized monarchy. On the 
dating of this reform, see, for example, Moshe Weinfeld, Deuteronomy 1–11 (AB 5; New 
York: Doubleday, 1991), 69–74.

20. Jeff rey H. Tigay, Th e JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy (Philadelphia: JPS, 
1996), 152.

21. F. E. Peters, “Th e Holy Places,” in City of the Great King: Jerusalem from David to the 
Present (ed. Nitza Rosovsky; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996), 41 n. 8; cf. Hunt 
Janin, Four Paths to Jerusalem: Jewish, Christian, Muslim, and Secular Pilgrimages, 1000 
BCE to 2001 CE (Jeff erson, NC: McFarland, 2002), 46.

22. For a recent discussion on the numbers of pilgrimages in Jerusalem, see Lee I. Levine, 
Jerusalem: Portrait of the City in the Second Temple Period (538 B.C.E.–70 C.E.) (Philadel-
phia: JPS, 2002), 250–51.
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his estimate on a Mishnaic tradition that the people who brought the Passover 
sacrifi ce fi lled the Court of the Israelites three times over.23 Aft er determining the 
court’s area, estimating its capacity, and taking into account that there were at least 
ten people per sacrifi ce, Jeremias comes up with a fi gure of about 125,000 people. 
A slightly higher number of 300,000 to 500,000 is suggested by E. P. Sanders, who 
uses an estimate of the Jewish population in the land of Israel as his point of depar-
ture.24 Yet another approach is taken by Lee Levine, who begins with an estimate 
of the permanent population of Jerusalem and suggests that it is reasonable to sug-
gest that this number was doubled, tripled, or perhaps quadrupled during the pil-
grimage festivals.25 He specifi es a range of 125,000 to 300,000 people, which varied 
with the specifi c festival as well as with the political-religious climate at the time. 

Th e Pilgrims 

Pilgrims came to Jerusalem not only from within the land of Israel, but also 
from the farther reaches of the Diaspora.26 According to Philo, “countless mul-
titudes from countless cities come, some over land, others over sea” (Spec. 1.69). 
Luke also claims that Pentecost was a time when Jews from every nation gathered 
in Jerusalem, including 

Parthians and Medes and Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and 
Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of 
Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, 
Cretans and Arabians. (Acts 2:9–11)

Although only the men were required by the law to make the pilgrimage to Je-
rusalem, the textual evidence indicates that it was common for the whole family to 
make the journey. At Passover, “all the people streamed from their villages to the 
city and celebrated the festival in a state of purity with their wives and children” 
(A.J. 1:109). Counted among those travelers were the parents of Jesus who, accord-
ing to Luke 2:41–42, “went to Jerusalem every year” at this time. Presumably, Jesus 
routinely accompanied them on this journey.27 

23. m. Pesahim 5:5–7. See Joachim Jeremias, Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus: An Investiga-
tion into Economic and Social Conditions during the New Testament Period (London: SCM 
Press, 1969), 77–84.

24. E. P. Sanders, Judaism: Practice and Belief, 63 BCE–66 CE (London: SCM Press; Phil-
adelphia: Trinity Press International, 1992), 125–28.

25. Levine, Jerusalem, 251.
26. Philo, for example, comments in passing on his pilgrimage from Alexandria to the 

“ancestral temple” in order to “off er up prayers and sacrifi ces” (Prov. 2.64).
27. Th e Greek text is somewhat ambiguous: Καὶ ὅτε ἐγένετο ἐτῶν δώδεκα, ἀναβαινόντων 

αὐτῶν κατὰ τὸ ἔθος τῆς ἑορτῆς. Commenting on the awkwardness of the Greek, Marshall 
indicates that “the story does not necessarily imply that this was Jesus’ fi rst visit to Jerusa-
lem.” See I. Howard Marshall, Th e Gospel of Luke: A Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), 126–27. Th e opposite view is held by Safrai, who interprets this 
passage as indicating that Jesus made his fi rst pilgrimage at the age of twelve. See Shemuel 
Safrai, “Pilgrimage to Jerusalem at the End of the Second Temple Period,” in Studies on 
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If Luke’s reference to Jesus’ parents’ annual pilgrimage signifi es their absence 
from Jerusalem during the other two pilgrimage periods of Tabernacles and 
Weeks, then it implies that the commandment to “appear before the Lord” three 
times a year was not being strictly observed. Laxity with regard to observance of 
the biblical commandment to make three pilgrimages per annum may be attested 
in various other sources. Th e book of Tobit recounts how the God-fearing Tobit, 
who always walked in the ways of truth and righteousness, made pilgrimage from 
Assyria “oft en” or “several times” (Tob 1:6). It does not indicate that he attended 
every pilgrimage feast.28 Philo of Alexandria apparently made pilgrimage only 
once in his life (Prov. 2.64). Philo places signifi cant emphasis on the temple and 
Jerusalem in his writings. Yet his explication of Deut 16:16 focuses much more on 
the allegorical meaning of “appearing before the Lord” than on the obligation to 
make pilgrimage. Th ese observations indicate that, with regard to ritual practice, 
pilgrimage was not a priority for Philo and that he did not travel to the temple on 
a regular basis.29 

It is likely that only a small percentage of Jews living in the land of Israel, and an 
even smaller percentage of Diaspora Jews, went up to Jerusalem for every pilgrimage 
feast.30 Th is modifi ed observance probably emerged as a response to practical issues 
of feasibility with respect to time, economic resources, and physical capability.31 Th e 

the Jewish Background of the New Testament (ed. O. Michel et al.; Assen, Netherlands: Van 
Gorcum, 1969), 18.

28. Safrai, “Pilgrimage to Jerusalem,” 17–18.
29. Kerkeslager suggests that neither Philo nor the Th erapeutae believed that it was ab-

solutely necessary to make pilgrimage to the temple in Jerusalem. See Allen Kerkeslager, 
“Jewish Pilgrimage and Jewish Identity,” in Pilgrimage and Holy Space in Late Antique Egypt 
(ed. David Frankfurter; Leiden: Brill, 1998), 107.

30. So Safrai, “Pilgrimage to Jerusalem,” 19. Elsewhere, Safrai notes that our literary 
sources make no reference to pilgrimage from the Diaspora to Jerusalem in the period 
before Herod. See Shemuel Safrai, Pilgrimage at the Time of the Second Temple Period [in 
Hebrew] (Tel Aviv: Am Hassefer, 1965), 55. Goodman suggests that this silence is not ac-
cidental. He indicates that prior to Herod’s time pilgrimage feasts only involved Jews from 
the land of Israel, and that their contemporaries from the Diaspora only began making the 
journey aft er Herod’s massive expansion of the temple. Citing economic reasons, Goodman 
further contends that Herod probably made a concerted eff ort to attract these pilgrims from 
beyond the Land of Israel. See Martin Goodman, “Th e Pilgrimage Economy of Jerusalem in 
the Second Temple Period,” in Jerusalem: Its Sanctity and Centrality to Judaism, Christianity, 
and Islam (ed. Lee. I. Levine; New York: Continuum, 1999), 69–76, esp. 71–75.

31. As Sanders (Judaism, 130) points out, it would have been a signifi cant hardship for 
Jews living far from the temple to make frequent journeys to Jerusalem. According to his 
calculations, a person living one hundred miles (169 kilometers) from Jerusalem, walking 
at a pace of fi ft een miles (twenty-four kilometers) a day, would require seven or eight days 
to travel to their destination. Assuming that he stayed a week in Jerusalem before embark-
ing on the return trip, the total time commitment would be three weeks. If he attended all 
three festivals, he would spend nine weeks per year away from home.
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commandment to make pilgrimage was thus observed by individuals according to 
their piety, their strength, and their means.32

Th e Journey 

Prior to the festivals, there would have been thousands of pilgrims traveling on 
the roads to Jerusalem. It is likely that most of the travelers made the journey on 
foot, although there is some evidence for travel by donkey or ass.33 In normal ter-
rain, a traveler can cover some fi ft een to twenty miles (twenty-four to thirty-two 
kilometers) per day on foot.34 Th e pace would be somewhat slower on toilsome 
slopes. Since the choice of possible routes to Jerusalem was limited by the topog-
raphy of the region, it is possible to reconstruct the paths that the pilgrims would 
have taken, using both literary and archaeological evidence.35

Th e ancient city of Jerusalem was located near the main mountain road junc-
tion, where routes from the four points of the compass meet.36 Josephus indicates 
that the quickest route from Galilee to Jerusalem is a three-day journey through 

32. Safrai indicates that the Tannaitic literature does not mention any obligation to make 
a temple pilgrimage three times a year. Rather, the commandment fell into the category of 
“a command which has no limit,” that is, a positive commandment which was encouraged 
but not demanded. It can be risky to apply halakhic constructs from rabbinic law to ritual 
observances of the Second Temple period. Safrai’s observations are useful, however, in of-
fering insight into later developments in the interpretation of Deut 16:16. We can assume 
that sometime between the codifi cation of the law in the seventh century b.c.e. and the 
closing of the Mishnah at the beginning of the third century c.e., a nonliteral interpretation 
of Deut 16:16 emerged. Given the textual evidence cited above, it is likely that such an in-
terpretation was well in place by the end of the Second Temple period. See Shemuel Safrai, 
“Temple,” in Th e Jewish People in the First Century (ed. S. Safrai and M. Stern; 2 vols.; Assen, 
Netherlands: Van Gorcum, 1974–76), 899–900.

33. For a brief discussion on the use of animals for pilgrimage, see Safrai, Pilgrimage, 
113–14.

34. See Lionel Casson, Travel in the Ancient World (London: George Allen & Unwin, 
1974), 189.

35. Fischer contends that there was an extensive road system in place during the First 
and Second Temple periods. It was not until the First Revolt, however, that the construc-
tion of a paved network of Roman roads began in Judea. Because of the limitations of the 
topography, these Roman highways were constructed on pre-existing roads leading to Je-
rusalem. An archaeological investigation of the regional road system around Sepphoris 
confi rms a similar situation in Galilee. According to Strange, the second-century Legio-
Sepphoris road was founded on a known but unpaved route. In addition, there was an 
alternate (pre-Roman) road that by-passed Sepphoris and led to villages and hamlets to 
the west. Th is latter route may very well have been part of a larger infrastructure of local 
roads/paths that connected one village to another. See Moshe Fischer, Benjamin Isaac, and 
Israel Roll, Roman Roads in Judaea II: Th e Jaff a-Jerusalem Roads (BAR International Series 
628; Oxford: B.A.R., 1996), 2; James F. Strange, “First-Century Galilee from Archaeology 
and from the Texts,” in SBL Seminar Papers, 1994 (SBLSP 33; Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 
1994), 84–85.

36. On the convergence of roads at Jerusalem, see Menashe Har-El, “Jerusalem and 
Judea: Roads and Fortifi cations,” BA 44 (winter 1981): 8–19.



189Going Up to Jerusalem

Samaria (Vita 269).37 Th e distance from Xaloth, the southernmost point of Galilee 
(B.J. 3.39), to Jerusalem is approximately sixty-three miles (one hundred kilome-
ters) measured aerially, further by ground. Th is would require a very brisk pace 
of twenty-two miles (thirty-fi ve kilometers) or more per day.38 Th e more popular 
route for pilgrims, however, was via the rift  valley alongside the Jordan River.39 
Th is longer journey may have taken a week or more, since it required an initial de-
tour to the east and then, once past Jericho, there was an arduous ascent westward 
through the Judean hills to Jerusalem.40 A third route was through the foothills of 
Mount Ephraim, from Kefar Othnai to Antipatris and then to Jerusalem.41

Approaching from the south, pilgrims from Beersheba would have traveled to 
Jerusalem along a main road through the rough terrain of the Hebron Mountains. 
Th e fi ft y-two-mile (eighty-four-kilometer) route would have taken them through 
Hebron and Bethlehem. Th ose who traveled to Jerusalem from the west may have 
taken one of two major routes leading from the port city of Jaff a on the coastal 
plain, through the Shephelah into the Judean Mountains.42 Th e fi rst road would 
have been a thirty-seven-mile (sixty-kilometer) journey through Lydda, Modi‘in, 
the Ayyalon valley, Lower Beit Horon, Elyon, and Gibeon. Th is road has only one 
steep section, which is located between Lower and Upper Beit Horon and is a little 
over 1.86 miles (three kilometers) in length.43 Aft er this point, the road to Jerusa-

37. Th is route would have passed through Ginaea on the border between Galilee and 
Samaria (B.J. 2.232; A.J. 20.118). From there, the road would have continued south and then 
veered eastward through the mountain pass between Mount Ebal and Mount Gerizim to 
the Samarian city of Sychar (John 4:5), situated some sixty-fi ve kilometers north of Jerusa-
lem. Turning southward again, the mountain road twisted through the valley of Levona and 
continued through Gophna and Gibeah (B.J. 5.50–51) to Jerusalem.

38. Steve Mason, Life of Josephus: Translation and Commentary (vol. 9 of Flavius Jose-
phus: Translation and Commentary; ed. Steve Mason; Leiden: Brill, 2001), 120.

39. It is likely that pilgrims took the longer route to avoid traveling through Samaria. 
Josephus relates an incident in which Jewish pilgrims from Galilee were attacked by Samari-
tans while travelling near Ginaea (A.J. 20.118). A memory of Samaritan animosity toward 
the Jews is also preserved in Luke. According to this tradition, Jesus was not received in a 
Samaritan town because “his face was set toward Jerusalem” (Luke 9:53).

40. Mason, Life, 120. Although the distance between the two ancient cities is only about 
twenty kilometers, there is a signifi cant change in elevation from 250 meters below sea level 
to 750 meters above. Wilkinson reports that it took seven hours and forty-nine minutes for 
his group to travel on foot from Jericho to Jerusalem and estimates that it would take about 
six hours for the return trip (John Wilkinson, “Th e Way from Jerusalem to Jericho,” BA 38 
[March 1975]: 10–24, esp. 11, 24).

41. Safrai, “Temple,” 901. 
42. Har-El lists a total of eight roads that run from Jaff a to Jerusalem, fi ve of which fol-

lowed the Ayyalon valley. Two of these routes are identifi ed by Fischer as being the most 
practical: (1) the Beit Horon road, which was used by Cestius Gallus on his march to Je-
rusalem in 66 and for his disastrous withdrawal (B.J. 2.513–555), and (2) the alternative 
southern road from Lydda to Jerusalem through Abu Ghosh. See Har-El, “Jerusalem,” 14; 
Fischer, Roman Roads, 6–21.

43. A passage in the Babylonian Talmud attests to the diffi  culty of the Beit Horon ascent: 
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lem follows an easily negotiated plateau formation. Th e second route that pilgrims 
followed was forty-one miles (sixty-six kilometers) long and was by way of Lydda, 
Gezer, the Ayyalon valley, Emmaus, Mazad, Abu Ghosh, and Givat Shaul. Th is 
road crosses diffi  cult terrain and is the most arduous of the routes between Jaff a 
and Jerusalem.44 Pilgrims who arrived by ship at Caesarea Maritima would have 
followed the coastal road to Lydda and then turned eastward to Jerusalem on ei-
ther the Beit Horon or Abu Ghosh road. 

Travel along these ancient roads was both diffi  cult and dangerous. While the 
terrain was not easily negotiated at the best of times, it was oft en more precari-
ous during the Passover pilgrimage when roads and bridges could be damaged 
aft er the winter rains.45 In addition, pilgrims had to guard against the perils of 
ancient travel, including attacks from wild animals and bandits. Th e concern for 
banditry, in particular, is addressed frequently in the ancient literature.46 Josephus, 
for example, indicates that a long convoy of pilgrims from Babylonia helped to 
protect the delivery of the temple tax to Jerusalem from raids of the Parthians (A.J. 
18.313). In another place, he relates the story of how Herod established Zamaris 
and his Babylonian settlers in Batanaea in order to protect both the local popula-
tion and the pilgrims from Babylonia against the banditry from Trachonitis (A.J. 
17.26). Th ere is no evidence, however, that Herod took similar measures to protect 
pilgrims in the land of Israel. 

Pilgrims on route to the temple in Jerusalem oft en traveled together in large 
groups. We might imagine that when whole cities of Jews made a festival pilgrim-
age, such as the city of Lydda in 66 c.e. (B.J. 2.515), the journey became a commu-
nal endeavor. More direct evidence comes from Josephus, who reports an incident 
in which a Galilean from among a large company of pilgrims is murdered on the 
road to Jerusalem (B.J. 2.233). Similarly, Luke indicates that Jesus and his parents 
traveled in a “caravan” or large group (ἐν τῇ συνοδία) when they made their Pass-

“Two camels which ascend the ma‘alot [steps] of Beit Horon and meet each other; if they 
both ascend [at the same time], both will fall off ; [but if they go up] one aft er another, both 
can ascend” (b. Sanhedrin 32b). According to Har-El, steps were actually hewn out of this 
ascent sometime during the Second Temple period (“Jerusalem,” 16). For a detailed de-
scription of the Beit Horon road, see Fischer, Roman Roads, 70–83.

44. For a description of this route, see Fischer, Roman Roads, 87–98. 
45. Th e Toseft a makes reference to the damaged roads: “On the fi ft eenth day of [Adar] 

agents of the court go out and repair the paths and roads which were ruined in the rainy 
season, a month before the festival [of Passover], toward the time [in which] the festival 
pilgrims come up, so that they should be prepared for the three festivals” (t. Sheqalim 1:1; 
cf. m. Sheqalim 1:1).

46. In his discussion of banditry in the Roman Empire, Blumell indicates that bandits 
usually engaged in theft  as a part of a group, sometimes using violence against the owner 
of the property. Moreover, banditry was predominantly associated with rural areas, most 
oft en occurring along the roads and highways outside of city of walls. See Lincoln H. Blu-
mell, “ ‘Beware of the Bandits!’ Th e Perils of Land Travel in the Roman Empire” (paper 
presented at the Canadian Society of Biblical Studies, London, Ontario, May 31, 2005), 5. 
For references to banditry in Josephus, see, for example, Vita 126–27; B.J. 2.125, 228–30; cf. 
A.J. 20.113–117.
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over pilgrimage to Jerusalem (Luke 2:44). Indeed, he off ers us a rare glimpse into 
the turmoil that must have been associated with mass travel when he relates that 
the parents traveled a full day’s journey toward home before they realized that 
Jesus was not among their band of travelers. 

Sustaining themselves on the road was another challenge for large groups of pil-
grims. In the absence of direct evidence, travelers may have taken refuge in cities 
and towns along the road to Jerusalem, stocking up on provisions and making use 
of local facilities such as cisterns and wells to provide them with water for wash-
ing and drinking.47 An analysis of the distribution of cities, towns, and villages in 
the land of Israel using “central place theory” lends support to this supposition.48 
According to Ian Hopkins, major urban centers such as Jerusalem, Jaff a, Caearea, 
and Scythopolis were surrounded by towns that served a smaller territory and 
population.49 Within the area served by these towns, but at some distance from a 
city, were rural centers consisting of large villages with marketing and adminis-
trative functions. Th is ancient settlement pattern spaced urban and rural centers 
within a reasonable walking distance from one another, presumably to facilitate 
local marketing functions as well as other types of commerce. A prime example of 
this pattern may be found in the area surrounding Jaff a. Moving away from this 
major urban center, there is a clear sequence of urban settlements spaced at ten- 
to twelve-mile (sixteen- to nineteen-kilometer) intervals. Each ring of cities is a 
similar distance to the next, approximately half a day’s journey. A similar pattern 
can be discerned in the area of Jerusalem. Th e urban centers of Jericho to the east 
and Bethel to the north were each half a day’s journey away, while Hebron to the 
South and Gezer to the east were a full day’s walk. Depending on what route the 
pilgrims were taking, they may have stopped at one of these minor urban centres, 
or at any one of the satellite towns along their way. 

Th e Destination 

Pilgrims began arriving in Jerusalem several days before the feast, and most 
remained for the full duration of the festival.50 Many of the worshipers slept in 
tents on the outskirts of the city (A.J. 17.213–17). It is likely that they were concen-
trated near the three sources of water in the city: the Pool of Siloam to the south, 

47. An early rabbinic text makes reference to the repair of cisterns and wells prior to the 
Passover pilgrimage (t. Sheqalim 1:2).

48. Central place theory conceives that “a region has a major urban centre surrounded 
by a hierarchy of lesser centres with a smaller population, but each ranking of settlement 
is seen as consisting of places of similar size and importance.” See Ian W. J. Hopkins, “Th e 
City Region in Roman Palestine,” PEQ 112 (1980): 19; Agnes Choy, “Th e Traveling Peasant 
and Urban-Rural Relations in Roman Galilee” (paper presented at the Canadian Society of 
Biblical Studies, London, Ontario, May 31, 2005), 11–12.

49. For a complete discussion on settlement distribution in the land of Israel in the 
Roman period, see Hopkins, “Th e City Region,” 19–32.

50. On pilgrims in Jerusalem, see Goodman, “Th e Pilgrimage Economy,” 70; Levine, 
Jerusalem, 250–53; Safrai, “Temple,” 903–4.
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the Pools of Bethesda to the north, and the two aqueducts to the west.51 Other pil-
grims found accommodation in hostels, inns, and homes in the city or in nearby 
villages (Mark 11:11 [Matt 21:17 || Luke 21:37]), for which they paid in cash or in 
kind.52 Pilgrims also stayed in synagogues established to serve members of par-
ticular Diaspora communities (Acts 6:9).53 In addition to lodgings, visitors to the 
city required food, drink, and other personal provisions, which they purchased 
in Jerusalem.54 Th e numerous shops along the street also provided facilities for 
changing money and purchasing animals for the required sacrifi ces.55

Th e highlight of the pilgrimage was undoubtedly the visit to the temple.56 Th e 
main approach to the Temple Mount was from the south, where there were two 
main gates.57 Th e eastern Huldah Gate was used for entering the temple precincts, 
while the western gate, with its monumental staircase, served as an exit. Accord-
ing to the Mishnah, these gates were used to facilitate the circulation of pilgrims 
(m. Middot 1:3).58 Once inside the temple precincts, pilgrims could congregate in 
the outer court, a huge trapezoid-shaped temenos (sanctifi ed location), which was 
built to accommodate a large number of people.59 On three sides of this so-called 
Court of the Gentiles there were porticoes, about nine meters high, and on the 
fourth there was an immense basilica hall. Toward the center was a raised mound 
upon which the temple and its sacred courts stood.60 It was within these sacred 
precincts that pilgrims off ered their sacrifi ces. 

51. Yoram Tsafrir, “Jewish Pilgrimage in the Roman and Byzantine Periods,” in Akten 
des XII internationalen Kongresses für christliche Archäologie (2 vols.; Munster, Germany: 
Aschendorff , 1995), 1:371. Th e inspiration for this suggestion comes from Josephus, who 
describes three camps of pilgrims who converged on Jerusalem for the festival of Shavuot 
(Pentecost) in 4 b.c.e. (B.J. 2.44).

52. One rabbinic tradition insists that it was forbidden to charge rent in the city of Jeru-
salem, since the houses belonged to all the tribes (t. Ma’aser Sheni 1:12). In lieu of money, 
pilgrims would make a gift  of the skins from the sacrifi ce.

53. Th e Th eodotus inscription describes a synagogue that had several rooms for lodgers 
as well as water facilities. See the discussion below.

54. Sanders indicates that, according to Deut 14:26, there was an obligation to spend 
“second tithe” money (the value of 10 percent of the year’s crop) in Jerusalem (Judaism, 
113, 128–29).

55. Pilgrims converted their own currencies into the half-shekel coin in order to pay the 
required temple tax. 

56. By all accounts, the expansion of the temple during Herod’s reign resulted in a struc-
ture unparalleled in size and magnifi cence. On the physical structure of the temple, see 
Levine, Jerusalem, 219–43.

57. Th ere were also four gates on the west side of the temple. 
58. According to Levine, evidence for the direction of the fl ow of traffi  c can be found 

in the monumental staircase outside the western Huldah Gate. Th e larger staircase was 
required for a large number of people who would all exit at the same time when the ceremo-
nies came to an end (Jerusalem, 230 n. 53).

59 Tsafrir, “Jewish Pilgrimage,” 1:372.
60. According to Josephus, the stone balustrade that surrounded these sacred precincts 

had signs posted in Greek and Latin, warning Gentiles not to enter the temple area (B.J. 
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Th e off ering of individual sacrifi ces took place on all the festivals. Passover was 
the only time, however, that the pilgrims actually participated in the ritual slaugh-
ter. Groups of ten or more individuals shared in the slaughter of a paschal lamb 
(B.J. 6.423). As was customary, the sacrifi cial meal that followed was consumed in 
households and courtyards within the boundaries of Jerusalem.61 

Ritual purity was an essential requirement for the performance of these rites. 
One could not enter the temple or participate in the sacrifi cial meal in a state 
of defi lement. Pilgrims were therefore required to purify themselves prior to the 
festival. What were the appropriate ritual ablutions? When and how were they 
performed? A discussion of purity practices in the fi rst century will shed light on 
these issues and provide a framework for understanding the relationship between 
purity and pilgrimage. 

Purity Practices in the First Century c.e.

Th e laws pertaining to impurity fi nd their origin in the priestly strata of the 
Pentateuch. 

Ritual impurities include those defi lements that arise from certain situations 
such as childbirth (Lev 12:1–8), scale disease (Lev 13:1–14:32), genital discharges 
(Lev 15:1–33), and death (Lev 11:1–47; Num 19:10–22). Th ere are no prohibitions 
against contracting these impurities, nor are they considered sinful. Th ey do, how-
ever, convey an impermanent contagion through contact with other individuals 
or objects, which may be alleviated through purifi catory procedures.62 On most 
occasions, purifi cation involves waiting a prescribed period followed by ritual im-
mersion in a natural body of water or a mikveh.63 In the case of corpse impurity, 
the most virulent of the contagions, the purifi cation process is more complex. Ac-
cording to the law, those who contract this form of impurity are rendered impure 
for a period of seven days, during which time a two-part purifi cation process takes 
place. Th e affl  icted are sprinkled with a combination of red heifer ashes and water 

5.194; A.J. 15.417). Th is is confi rmed by the discovery of at least two Greek inscriptions 
which preserve the warning. Th e fi rst was published by C. Clermont-Ganneau, “Une stele 
du temple de Jérusalem,” RA, new ser., 23 (1872): 214–34, 290–96 + Pl. X (= CIJ II 1400 + 
photo). A second fragmentary inscription found in 1935 was published by J. H. Iliff e, “Th e 
Th anatos Inscription from Herod’s Temple: Fragment of a Second Copy,” Quarterly of the 
Department of Antiquities in Palestine 6, no. 1 (1936): 1–3, plus two plates. For a description 
of the temple, see Levine, Jerusalem, 238–39.

61. Deuteronomy 16:1–8 legislates that the celebration of Passover take place in Jerusa-
lem. Safrai indicates that it was the practice for pilgrims in this period to remain in Jerusa-
lem to eat the sacrifi cial meal (“Temple,” 892).

62. On the characteristics of ritual impurity, see Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 23–26. 
63. Th e prescribed amount of waiting time depended on the nature of the impurity. 

For major impurities such as genital discharge or scale disease the duration is seven days, 
whereas for minor impurities, including those contracted secondarily through touching an 
impure individual or object, the individual is required to wait only until sunset.
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on the third and seventh day. Aft er the fi nal sprinkling, they wash their clothes and 
ritually immerse in order to complete the purifi cation process (Num 19:14–20).64

It is a basic tenet of the biblical purity laws that those who are in a state of ritual 
impurity are prohibited from approaching the sacred precincts or partaking of 
holy foods, such as sacrifi cial meat (Lev 7:20–21; 15:31; 22:3–7). In particular, the 
law prohibits individuals with corpse impurity from participating in the all-im-
portant paschal meal at the same time as other Israelites. Rather, they are required 
to make their off ering a month later during the second Passover (Num 9:10–12). 

Th e biblical legislation concerning impurity was subject to a variety of inter-
pretations among Jews in the late Second Temple period. Underlying these diverse 
opinions, however, was a fundamental accord pertaining to the essential nature of 
the purity practices. Th is is confi rmed by the archaeological record from fi rst-cen-
tury Galilee and Judea, which indicates the widespread use of mikvaot for ritual 
immersion, as well as the utilization of stone vessels for eating and drinking in 
order to prevent the transmission of impurity. 

Stone Vessels 

Stone vessels or Herodian stoneware are ubiquitous in Jewish sites throughout 
the land of Israel, including Jerusalem, the Judean hill country, the Judean Desert, 
Galilee, the Jordan Valley, Golan, and the coastal plain.65 Th ey are dated to the fi rst 
century c.e. and fade out of use aft er the Bar Kokhba revolt of the early second 
century. Most of these vessels are small domestic mugs, pitchers, and bowls which 
were used for holding liquids and foods for daily meals. Th e presence of these 
stone vessels in domestic space is related to the observance of purity laws. Accord-
ing to the halakhah of rabbinic sources, these vessels are impervious to ritual im-
purity (m. Kelim 10:1).66 Th e use of Herodian stoneware therefore has important 

64. For a discussion on corpse impurity, see Jacob Milgrom, JPS Torah Commentary: 
Numbers (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1990), 158–63, 438–47.

65. Yitzhak Magen, Th e Stone Vessel Industry in the Second Temple Period: Excavations at 
Hizma and the Jerusalem Temple Mount (ed. Levana Tsfania; Jerusalem: Israel Exploration 
Society, 2002), 148–64; idem, “Jerusalem as a Center of the Stone Vessel Industry during 
the Second Temple Period,” in Ancient Judaism Revealed (ed. Hillel Geva; Jerusalem: Israel 
Exploration Society, 1994), 244–56; Eyal Regev “Non-Priestly Purity and Its Religious As-
pects according to Historical Sources and Archaeological Findings,” in Purity and Holiness: 
Th e Heritage of Leviticus (ed. M. J. H. M. Poorthuis and J. Schwartz; Leiden: Brill, 2000), 
229–34.

66. Cf. m. Ohalot 5:5 m. Parah 5:5; m. Yadayim 1:2. Th ese rabbinic texts indicate that 
in addition to stone vessels, cattle-dung vessels and earthen vessels were also considered 
to be insusceptible to ritual impurity, probably because they were made from materials 
originating in the earth. It is signifi cant that the material remains pertaining to stone ves-
sels are consistent with the rabbinic traditions pertaining to purity. Th is convergence of 
evidence implies a continuity between rabbinic Judaism and late Second Temple Judaism. 
Although we cannot assume that rabbinic observances were normative or that rabbinic law 
was authoritative across diff erent groups, we can, in certain instances, use rabbinic texts to 
shed light on common Jewish practices of that earlier period. Indeed, it is likely that, in the 
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social and ritual implications, as it enabled both pure and impure people to share 
the same vessels without neglecting the observance of the purity laws. 

Th e abundance of stone vessels throughout the land of Israel in the fi rst century 
points to a heightened interest in ritual purity among Jews of this period. Recent 
excavations have confi rmed that this concern was not limited to the priestly class 
but was associated with all social and economic levels of society.67 While the use 
of stone vessels crossed geographic, social, and economic boundaries, it is not sur-
prising that the center of both manufacture and consumption remained in Jerusa-
lem, where there were increased purity demands associated with the temple.68 A 
large quantity of these vessels was discovered in proximity to the Temple Mount, 
especially in the vicinity of Robinson’s Arch, along the southern wall and on the 
eastern slope of the western hill. A typological analysis of these vessels indicates a 
signifi cant quantity of mugs, bowls, cups, goblets, lids, jars, and stoppers—uten-
sils that were used for eating and drinking.69 It may not be possible to determine 
whether these stone vessels were used by priests, levites, or lay people. Yet, given 
the location and quantity of these stone vessels, we might speculate that they were 
left  behind by the large number of pilgrims who congregated in Jerusalem for the 
festivals.70 

Mikvaot 

Th e process of purifi cation requires immersion of the whole body in water 
from a natural source such as the sea, a spring, or a river. Alternatively one could 
use a mikveh—a specially designed ritual bath in which there is a direct fl ow of 
water from a natural source.71 Remains of hundreds of mikvaot have been discov-
ered throughout the land of Israel, the majority of which are dated to the Second 
Temple period.72 Th at these ritual baths were a central component in Jewish life is 

course of developing their halakhah, the rabbis acknowledged as valid many of the laws and 
customs that were already in existence among the majority of the population.

67. Yitzhak Magen, “Ancient Israel’s Stone Age: Purity in Second Temple Time,” BAR 24, 
no. 5 (1998): 46–52, esp. 48.

68. Magen, Stone Vessel Industry, 163. 
69. A stone stopper securely fi tted to the rim of a jug or jar made of pottery prevented 

the vessel from contracting impurity (m. Ohalot 5:5). For a typological analysis of stone ves-
sels discovered near the Temple Mount, see Magen, Stone Vessel Industry, 63–115.

70. Along the same lines, Regev suggests that the large quantity of stone “measuring 
cups” discovered near the Temple Mount may have been used by pilgrims, as well as priests 
and levites (“Non-Priestly Purity,” 231).

71. According to the Mishnah, the water of a mikveh cannot be “drawn water” but must 
come from a natural source (m. Mikwa’ot 2:4).

72. In his study of ancient mikvaot, Reich evaluates 306 installations that were excavated 
by the late 1980s. He dates 280 of the installations to the Second Temple period and twenty-
six to a later period. See Ronny Reich, “Miqwa’ot (Jewish Ritual Immersion Baths) in Eretz-
Israel in the Second Temple and the Mishna and Talmud Periods” (in Hebrew) (PhD. diss., 
Hebrew University, 1990), 62–81. In the years following Reich’s study, David Amit has 
compiled data on thirty-fi ve additional mikvaot in the Hebron Hills as well as sixty-four 
ritual baths located in other parts of the country. See Amit, “Ritual Baths [Mikva’ot] from 
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evidenced by their presence in every type of Jewish dwelling from urban palaces 
to rural farmhouses.73 In addition, they were associated with many public facili-
ties, including wine and oil presses, synagogues, bath-houses, and cemeteries. Re-
gardless of whether they were intended for public or private use, these mikvaot all 
shared several common characteristics.74 Th ey were cut into bedrock, had steps 
leading to the bottom, and were plastered to prevent linkage. 

Moreover, they had suffi  cient capacity to hold a minimum amount of forty se’ah 
of water (m. Mikwa’ot 1:7) and were deep enough to allow for full immersion of 
the body.75 

Th e most common type of mikveh found in the hill country of Galilee and Judea 
were gravity-fed pools, which were fi lled by channels that carried rainwater, spring 
water, or runoff  from a roof or courtyard. Less frequently, a mikveh was built with 
a secondary pool adjacent to it, called an otsar (“treasury”).76 At times when the 
water levels were low, hand-drawn water would be added to the larger pool, and 
a conduit between the two pools would be opened. Th e pure water in the smaller 

the Second Temple Period in the Hebron Mountains” (in Hebrew) (M.A. thesis, Hebrew 
University, 1996). Another study conducted by Boaz Zissu resulted in the discovery of sev-
eral more mikvaot that had mistakenly been identifi ed as graves, cisterns, silos, or other 
structures. See Boaz Zissu, “Rural Settlement in the Judaean Hills and Foothills from the 
Late Second Temple Period to the Bar-Kokhba Revolt” (in Hebrew) (Ph.D. diss., Hebrew 
University, 2001).

73. I am grateful to Boaz Zissu for pointing this out to me (private communication, May 
2005).

74. On the architectural characteristics of a mikveh, see Reich, “Miqwa’ot,” 5; Ronny 
Reich, “Th e Synagogue and the Miqweh in Eretz-Israel in the Second-Temple, Mishnaic, 
and Talmudic Periods,” in Ancient Synagogues: Historical Analysis and Archaeological Dis-
covery (ed. Dan Urman and Paul V. M. Flesher; Leiden: Brill, 1995), 1:289–97; Sanders, 
Judaism, 223. Th ere has been considerable scholarly debate on the criteria for identifying a 
mikveh. Wright, for example, challenges Reich’s methodology when he suggests that simi-
larity of form does not necessarily lead to identity of function. See Benjamin G. Wright III, 
“Jewish Ritual Baths—Interpreting the Digs and the Texts: Some Issues in the Social History 
of Second Temple Judaism,” in Th e Archaeology of Israel: Constructing the Past, Interpreting 
the Present (ed. N. A. Silberman and D. Small; JSOTSup 237; Sheffi  eld: Sheffi  eld Academic 
Press, 1997), 204. See also the controversy over the ritual use of the baths discovered in 
Sepphoris in Hanan Eshel, “Th e Pools of Sepphoris: Ritual Baths or Bathtubs? Th ey’re Not 
Ritual Baths,” BAR 26, no. 4 (2000): 42–45; Eric M. Meyers, “Yes, Th ey Are,” BAR 26, no. 4 
(2000): 46–48; Hanan Eshel, “We Need More Data,” BAR 26, no. 4 (2000): 49; Ronny Reich, 
“Th ey Are Ritual Baths: Immerse Yourself in the Ongoing Sepphoris Mikveh Debate,” BAR 
28, no. 2 (2002): 50–55.

75. Th e minimal volume of forty se’ah of water is in accordance with rabbinic standards 
and is estimated as being in the range of 0.5–1 cubic meters (Reich, “Miqwa’ot,” English 
abstract, 13). All mikvaot discovered in the land of Israel to date comply with this minimum 
requirement. Th e consistency of this evidence may indicate that, in formulating their laws, 
the rabbis accepted the common Jewish practice of the time.

76. Th is type of mikveh has been found at Masada, Herodium, Jericho, Sepphoris, and 
Jerusalem. See Reich, “Miqwa’ot,” English abstract, 4; idem, “Th ey Are Ritual Baths,” 53.
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pool would eff ectively purify the water in the larger pool upon contact.77 Th is is in 
accordance with the rabbinic provision that any body of water which is connected 
to the waters of a mikveh has equal status with those waters (m. Mikwa’ot 6:1). An-
other type of mikveh consisted of a single pool built near a cistern, such as those 
found in Sepphoris and in private houses in Jerusalem. As long as a minimum of 
forty se’ah of pure water was maintained in the mikveh, drawn water from the cis-
tern could be added.78 Th e underlying premise is that the water of the mikveh has 
the power to purify. Just as it purifi es people or utensils, it can also render pure the 
small quantities of drawn water that are added (m. Mikwa’ot 2:3).79 

 Mikvaot dating to the fi rst century have been found in a variety of locations 
throughout Judea and Galilee, with the highest concentration being in Jerusalem. 
Although many mikvaot in Jerusalem are associated with domestic space, the vast 
majority have been found in the area of the Temple Mount.80 Excavations of this 
important site have revealed dozens of mikvaot dating to the Herodian period. 
Most of these mikvaot have a single entrance on the broad side of the structure, 
with stairs that are divided by a low parapet in the center. Others have a double en-
trance as well as the partition on the stairs.81 Th ese double staircases facilitated the 
use of the ritual bath by several individuals at a time. One side of the stairs would 
have been used by the impure to descend into the water, while the other side was 
utilized for ascending the stairs aft er immersion. Th e divided staircase was thus 
helpful in preventing transmission of impurity through physical contact.82

Two mikvaot from the Temple Mount excavations are especially pertinent to 
this enquiry. First, there is the discovery of a mikveh under the eastern Huldah 
Gate. Th e location of the mikveh and its original alignment on a northwest-south-
east axis suggest that it was originally associated with a Second Temple–period 
dwelling. Th e residence was destroyed during Herod’s expansion of the temple. 
Th e mikveh, however, was left  intact beneath the staircase leading to the Hulda 

77. Th e use of such a conduit is described in t. Mikwa’ot 5:5. 
78. “Every immersion-pool which contains forty se’ah of water is suitable for receiving 

further [drawn] water [if need be]” (t. Sheqalim 1:2). 
79. So Reich, “Th ey Are Ritual Baths,” 53–54. 
80. An excavation on the eastern slopes of the Upper City conducted by Meir Ben-Dov 

revealed a residential area in which almost every house on the slopes of the western hill had 
a mikveh, otsar, and cistern. At the time of publication he had excavated a total of forty-
eight mikvaot of various types. Th is is roughly one-third of the 150 mikvaot discovered 
in Jerusalem. See Meir Ben-Dov, In the Shadow of the Temple: Th e Discovery of Ancient 
Jerusalem (trans. Ina Friedman; Jerusalem: Keter, 1985), 150–53; Reich, “Miqwa’ot,” English 
abstract, 6.

81. Eilat Mazar, Th e Complete Guide to the Temple Mount Excavations (trans. D. Glick 
and N. Panitz-Cohen; Jerusalem: Old City Press, 2002), 61.

82. Reich identifi es a “Jerusalem type” mikveh (also found at Qumran), which can be 
identifi ed by (1) its relatively large entrance on the broad side of the structure, (2) steps 
that alternate with wider and narrower treads, and (3) a double entrance and/or a small 
partition built down the center of the stairway. See Reich, “Th ey Are Ritual Baths,” 54–55; 
cf. idem, “Miqwa’ot,” 34–39.
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Gate and may have been used later by pilgrims entering the temple.83 Second, a 
large rectangular mikveh was found near the Ophel road in the southeastern area 
of the excavations. Th is bath is unique in its confi guration both because of its size 
and because of the fact that it is surrounded on all four sides by steps leading down 
to the pool. Moreover, there are no partitions dividing the stairs. It is likely that 
this mikveh was built to serve the large number of pilgrims who visited the temple 
during festivals.84 

Another related fi nd from the Temple Mount excavations is the famous Th e-
odotus inscription, which attests to the existence of a fi rst-century synagogue in 
Jerusalem that had guest rooms and water facilities associated with it:85 

Th eodotus, the son of Vettenos, priest and archisynagogos, son of an archi-
synagogos and grandson of an archisynagogos, built the assembly hall (ΤΗΝ 
ΣΥΝΑΓΩΓ[Η]Ν) for the reading of the Law and for the teaching of the com-
mandments, and the guest room, the chambers, and the water fi ttings, as an inn 
for those in need from foreign parts, (the synagogue) which his fathers founded 
with the elders and Simonides.86 

In addition to its assembly hall, this synagogue had several rooms for lodgers as 
well as some sort of water facilities. It is not evident from the inscription whether 
these water facilities were used for ritual purposes or to meet other needs of the 
visitors. Given that the synagogue was founded by a priestly family, however, we 
might speculate that these facilities included a mikveh along with other facilities 
for drinking and washing. 

Th e large number of mikvaot in Galilee and Judea point to widespread purity 
practices in the late Second Temple period. Within this larger context of this ritual 
observance, it is signifi cant that the greatest concentration of these pools is found 
in Jerusalem, and especially near the Temple Mount. Presumably, these mikvaot 
were used for ritual purifi cation prior to entering the temple. On the pilgrimage 
festivals, in particular, numerous facilities for purifi cation would have been re-
quired to accommodate the thousands of people converging on Jerusalem. 

We might imagine that a large number of pilgrims who were living in tents 
on the outskirts of the city would have made use of the dozens of “pilgrimage” 
mikvaot to the west and south of the Temple Mount, which were built with parti-
tions on the stairs to accommodate a steady stream of people entering and exit-
ing the pool. Others may have preferred to use the large mikveh at the southeast 
corner of the Temple Mount, with its easy access from all four sides. Not every 
pilgrim, however, would have made use of these public mikvaot. Th ose who had 

83. Ronny Reich, Gideon Avni, and Tamar Winter, Th e Jerusalem Archaeological Park 
(Jerusalem: Israel Antiquities Authority, 1999), 37.

84. Mazar, Th e Complete Guide, 61. In addition to being used by pilgrims, this mikveh 
may have also facilitated the purifi cation of large household objects. See Reich, Jerusalem 
Archaeological Park, 21.

85. On the dating of the Th eodotus inscription to the early fi rst century, see John S. 
Kloppenborg, “Dating Th eodotus (CIJ II 1404),” JJS 51 (2000): 243–80.

86. As translated in ibid., 244. 
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found accommodation in synagogues, hostels, or inns may have used ritual bath-
ing facilities provided by these establishments. Similarly, those who lodged with 
residents of Jerusalem or in nearby villages may have had access to private mikvaot 
associated with these households. 

Pilgrims living in Jerusalem or the surrounding area would probably have per-
formed their ritual ablutions in their own homes or communities prior to their 
departure. It is likely that even those living farther away may have stopped during 
their journey to immerse in a river, stream, or roadside mikveh. Th e discovery of a 
mikveh complex near Alon Shevut on the main road leading from Hebron through 
the Judean Hills to Jerusalem is particularly signifi cant, especially since there is no 
evidence of a settlement in the vicinity.87 Th e complex consists of two exception-
ally large installations that are separated by a distance of ten meters. Th e western 
mikveh, which is the smaller of the two, has two arched openings with parallel 
staircases divided by a massive stone partition.88 Th e larger mikveh to the south-
east has a similar entrance. Taking into consideration the size and location of the 
mikvaot, as well as the similar typology to the ritual baths found in the immediate 
vicinity of the Temple Mount, one can only conclude that these are pilgrimage 
mikvaot. Th ey were built for the purpose of purifying a large number of people 
quickly on their journey to Jerusalem.89 

Several mikvaot of the type found near Alon Shevut have been found in the 
Hebron Hills, from Hebron north to Jerusalem.90 Th at these ritual baths were used 
by pilgrims on their way to Jerusalem is substantiated by early rabbinic literature, 
which alludes to the maintenance of the mikvaot prior to the Passover festival: “On 
the fi ft eenth day [of Adar] agents of the court go forth and dig cisterns, wells and 
caves, and repair immersion-pools and water channels” (t. Sheqalim 1:2).91 Just as 
roads and bridges were repaired, so too were ritual baths prepared for the use of 
the pilgrims (m. Sheqalim 1:1). 

Corpse Impurity 

Th e textual evidence indicates that the laws concerning corpse impurity were 
observed in the Second Temple period. According to an early rabbinic tradition, 
the demand for purifi cation from corpse impurity was so great during this period 
that the purifi catory waters were made available in twenty-four districts in the 

87. See David Amit, “A Miqveh Complex near Alon Shevut,” ‘Atiqot 38 (1999): 75–
84; Yuval Peleg and David Amit, “Another Miqveh near Alon Shevut,” ‘Atiqot 48 (2004): 
95–98.

88. Amit attests to the uniqueness of this particular partition (“Miqveh Complex,” 78). 
89. Amit, “Miqveh Complex,” 82–83; Peleg, “Another Miqveh,” 97–98. 
90. David Amit, “Ritual Baths (Miqva’ot) from the Second Temple Period in the Hebron 

Mountains” (in Hebrew), in Judea and Samaria Research Studies: Proceedings of the Th ird 
Annual Meeting, 1993 (ed. Z. H. Erlich and V. Eshel; Kedumim-Ariel, Israel: College of 
Judea and Samaria, 1994), 157–89.

91. Th e cisterns and wells provided water for drinking and washing during the long 
journey, while the mikvaot were used for ritual immersion.
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land of Israel (t. Parah 3:14).92 Whether these waters were used on a regular basis 
throughout the year cannot be corroborated.93 Nevertheless, the sources indicate a 
particular concern for corpse impurity prior to Passover. Th is is substantiated by 
Josephus, who indicates that the pilgrims had already congregated in Jerusalem 
a week before Passover (B.J. 6.290). Th e most explicit testimony, however, comes 
from Philo, who indicates that prior to off ering a sacrifi ce an individual must un-
dergo a purifi cation procedure that lasts seven days (Spec. 1.261). Th e weeklong 
period implies that in these cases the reference is to purifi cation from corpse im-
purity (cf. Num 19:14–20). 

While these sources point to the observance of the biblical rites concerning 
corpse impurity, there is other evidence indicating alternative practices. In the 
Diaspora, we have the example of Tobit, who purifi ed himself with water imme-
diately aft er burying a corpse (Tob 2:5 [codex S]). Moreover, Philo indicates that 
only those who wished to enter the temple were required to undergo the seven-day 
purifi cation process. All others purifi ed themselves immediately aft er contact with 
a corpse using “aspersions and ablutions” (Spec. 3.205). Th is apparent laxity in the 
interpretation of the law was probably a matter of practicality, since those who 
lived outside the land of Israel would not have had access to the appropriate waters 
of purifi cation. In contrast, there is evidence for added stringencies among those 
living in Judea. Most interesting are the legal texts from Qumran, which add to the 
biblical requirements by mandating fi rst- and third-day ablutions for anyone who 
has contracted corpse impurity (11QTa XLIX, 17–20; cf. 4Q414): 

Nw#y)rh Mwyb wydgb sbkyw Mymb Cxry tybh l) )b r#) lwkw

hmtwmls wsbkyw wcxryw hdn ym hmhyl( wzy y#yl#h Mwybw

y(yb#h Mwybw      tybb r#) Mylkh t)w

br(l wrh+yw hmhylkw hmhydgb wsbkyw wcxryw tyn# wzy

As for the people, whoever has been in the house or has entered the house shall 
bathe in water and shall wash his clothes on the fi rst day. On the third day they 
shall sprinkle purifying water on them and shall bathe. Th ey shall wash their 
garments and the utensils in the house. On the seventh day they shall sprinkle 
[them] a second time. Th ey shall bathe, wash their clothes and utensils and shall 
be clean by the evening of [the impurity contracted] from the dead . . .94

According to Jacob Milgrom, the required immersions on the fi rst and third 
days removed successive layers of impurity, thereby providing for a gradual purifi -
cation process.95 While not permitted to enter the temple until the seven days were 

92. So Milgrom, Numbers, 161.
93. It is possible that this rabbinic tradition represents an idealized version of what actu-

ally happened. 
94. As translated by Esther Eshel, “4Q414 Fragment 2: Purifi cation of a Corpse-Con-

taminated Person,” in Legal Texts and Legal Issues (ed. M. Bernstein, F. García Martínez, and 
J. Kampen; Leiden: Brill, 1997), 8.

95. See Jacob Milgrom, “Studies in the Temple Scroll,” JBL 97 (1978): 501–23, esp. 512–
18; idem, “First Day Ablutions in Qumran,” in Th e Madrid Qumran Congress: Proceedings of 
the International Congress on the Dead Seas Scrolls, Madrid, 18–21 March 1991 (ed. J. T. Bar-
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completed, the individual could still participate in other activities such as eating 
and drinking without causing major defi lement to ordinary food.96

Th e discovery of mikvaot in association with fi rst-century tombs suggests that 
practice of gradual removal of corpse contamination was practiced outside of 
Qumran as well. In Jerusalem, mikvaot have been found in the Tomb of Helene 
of Adiabene (“Tomb of the Kings”) and next to several tombs on Mount Scopus.97 
Most pertinent is the “Goliath Family Tomb” in the Jericho cemetery, which also 
has a mikveh associated with it.98 According to Rachel Hachlili, several factors 
point to the possibility that the Goliath family belonged to the large community 
of priests that resided in Jericho and served the temple in Jerusalem.99 Th ese in-
clude the unusual monumental tomb, the use of names that were common among 
priests, and the recurrent use of a single name over three consecutive generations, 
as was the custom among prominent families.100 If the Goliaths were a priestly 
family, they most certainly would have practiced the seven-day rite for corpse 
purifi cation. Th at they maintained a mikveh at their family tomb indicates that 
they may also have performed fi rst-day ablutions as part of a gradual purifi cation 
process.101 

In summary, the evidence indicates that in the late Second Temple period there 
were several interpretations of the law pertaining to purifi cation from corpse con-
tamination. Some would have practiced the rites prescribed in Num 19:14–20 
every time they contracted corpse contamination. Th ose who did not have access 
to the purifi catory waters, however, would have only performed the prescribed 
rituals prior to entering the temple or partaking of the paschal meal. Finally, there 
was a stricter interpretation of the law that required additional ablutions but al-
lowed for a gradual purifi cation process in which successive layers of impurity 
were removed. Th e material and textual evidence therefore indicates that the bibli-
cal purity laws in the land of Israel were observed quite strictly during the fi nal 
decades of the Second Temple period.102

rera and L. V. Montaner; 2 vols.; Leiden: Brill, 1992) 2:561–70; idem, Leviticus 1–16 (AB 3; 
New York: Doubleday, 1991), 968–76; cf. Joseph M. Baumgarten, “Th e Purifi cation Rituals 
in DJD 7,” in Th e Dead Sea Scrolls: Forty Years of Research (ed. Devorah Dimant and Uriel 
Rappaport; Leiden: Brill, 1992), 199–209; Eshel, “4Q414 Fragment 2,” 3–10.

96. Regev, “Non-Priestly Purity,” 227–28. 
97. Reich, “Miqwa’ot,” 243–46. 
98. Rachel Hachlili, Jewish Funerary Customs, Practices, and Rites in the Second Temple 

Period (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 8–9, 59–61.
99. Ibid., 295–96. 
100. Hachlili positively identifi es the use of the name Yeho‘ezer once in the fi rst genera-

tion, once in the second generation, and three times in the third generation (Jewish Funer-
ary Customs, 294 fi g. VI–40).

101. Regev contends that the presence of mikvaot in tomb complexes dating to the late 
Second Temple period indicates that Jews were immersing themselves immediately aft er 
contact with corpse impurity rather than waiting until the seventh day (“Non-Priestly Pu-
rity,” 235).

102. Sanders (Judaism, 229) suggests that most Jews living in the land of Israel in the fi rst 
century observed the biblical purity laws.
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Jesus the Jewish Pilgrim 

Direct evidence for Jesus’ travels to Jerusalem can be placed within the context 
of our analyses of Jewish pilgrimage and purity practices in the fi rst century. Th e 
Gospel of John states that there were Jews from the rural areas who went up to 
Jerusalem prior to Passover to purify themselves (John 11:55). We are also certain 
that Jesus and his followers came from a rural context.103 If the rural population 
took part in pilgrimages to the temple, it is likely that Jesus did so as well. Indeed, it 
would be noteworthy had he not followed general custom, and the Gospels might 
have been expected to mention his uniqueness in this regard. As we have seen, the 
Synoptic traditions record that Jesus made one journey to Jerusalem prior to Pass-
over (Mark 11:1–11 [Matt 21:1–11 || Luke 19:28–40]), and the Johannine tradition 
recounts at least four pilgrimages: twice for Passover (John 2:13; 11:55), once for 
Tabernacles (7:10), and once for an unspecifi ed feast (5:1). While it is possible 
that Jesus made the pilgrimage for every feast, it is more likely that his pilgrimage 
practices resembled those of other Galilean Jews, who placed particular emphasis 
on attending the Passover feast. 

Jesus on the Road to Jerusalem 

Th e Gospels show little interest in the route Jesus may have taken to Jerusalem. 
Th ey do not describe the roads upon which Jesus traveled, nor are they necessarily 
familiar with the geography of the land.104 Nevertheless, there are traditions about 
the places Jesus visited on his way from Galilee to Jerusalem, and these can be used 
to reconstruct the most likely routes taken by Jesus. 

In the Synoptic tradition, Jesus travels from Capernaum (Mark 9:33) to the 
region of Judea (Mark 10:1 [Matt 19:1 || Luke 9:51]).105 On the road “going up to 
Jerusalem” (Mark 10:32–33 [Matt 20:17–18 || Luke 18:31]), Jesus passes through 
Jericho (Mark 10:46 [Matt 20:29 || Luke 18:35]), eventually drawing near Beth-
phage and Bethany at the Mount of Olives (Mark 11:1 [Matt 21:1 || Luke 19:29]). 
Two vital details can be discerned from this account. First, Jesus is said to have 
started his pilgrimage on the northwest shores of the Galilee. Second, the fi nal leg 
of his journey was on the road ascending from Jericho through the Judean hills to 
Jerusalem. Given this information, Jesus would probably have traveled to Jerusa-
lem via the rift  valley alongside the Jordan River. 

Th e two Passover pilgrimages depicted in John also off er a small amount of 
information about Jesus’ travels. Th e fi rst Passover pilgrimage recounted in the 
Gospel begins in Capernaum (2:12). Jesus then makes his way to Jerusalem (2:13), 
either traveling through Samaria or along the rift  valley by the Jordan River. Th e 
second Passover pilgrimage begins in the wilderness near the town of Ephraim 

103. Cf. Acts 21:26–27, which also mentions the seven days of purifi cation prior to mak-
ing a sacrifi cial off ering.

104. Luke’s interpolation of the story of the cleansing of the ten lepers is introduced 
with an erroneous depiction of Jesus passing between Samaria and Galilee on the way to 
Jerusalem (Luke 17:11).

105. Capernaum is mentioned only in the Markan tradition. 
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(11:54). From this location Jesus likely made his way through the foothills of 
Mount Ephraim, passing by Kefar Othnai to Antipatris and then to Jerusalem. 
Both of these itineraries are plausible. Although they did not prove the historicity 
of the Johannine account, they do testify to the Gospel’s knowledge of the geogra-
phy of Israel and travel routes between Galilee and Judea. 

Prior to the festivals, the roads were undoubtedly crowded with pilgrims on 
their way to Jerusalem. Jesus’ travelling companions on the road from Jericho 
to Jerusalem included “his disciples and a great multitude (ὄχλου)” (Mark 10:46 
[Matt 20:29 || Luke 18:35–36]). Th e reference to this large crowd is informative, 
for it indicates that it was Jesus’ followers who were traveling with him on the road 
to Jerusalem.106 Th e Synoptic tradition thus makes it clear that the crowd, together 
with Jesus’ disciples, constituted the pilgrimage caravan in which Jesus was travel-
ing.107 When the caravan fi nally reached its destination several days before Pass-
over was to begin, the pilgrims celebrated their arrival as they ushered Jesus into 
Jerusalem (Mark 11:7–10 [Matt 21:7–9 || Luke 19:35–38]; cf. John 12: 13–19).108

Jesus in Jerusalem 

While visiting Jerusalem, the Gospels tell us, Jesus and his disciples found lodg-
ings in nearby Bethany (Mark 11:11 [Matt 21:17 || Luke 21:37]).109 During the days 
leading up to the festival, Jesus went to Jerusalem where he taught in the temple, 
probably in one of the porticos surrounding the Court of the Gentiles. His audi-
ence, no doubt, consisted of other pilgrims who were in Jerusalem to celebrate 
Passover. On the day when the festival was about to begin, one of the disciples 
went into town to make arrangements for them to eat the paschal meal within the 
city of Jerusalem (Mark 14:12–16 [Matt 26:17–20 || Luke 22:7–14]).110 Without 

106. Th e political signifi cance of Jesus and his followers traveling from Galilee to 
Roman-ruled Judea should not go unnoticed. Safrai (“Temple,” 899) correctly contends that 
the very gathering of Jews in Jerusalem heightened the religious and national fervor, as well 
as the resentment against foreign rule. A feast—especially Passover, with its nationalistic 
overtones—would have aff orded an opportune time for anyone who had a message for the 
people to fi nd an audience. In this instance, Jesus took advantage of the nationalistic fervor 
associated with pilgrimage to declare himself as the messiah. His gathering of followers on 
the road to Jerusalem thus climaxes in his triumphant entrance into Jerusalem on a donkey, 
a staged prophetic enactment of this role.

107. Jeremias (Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus, 59) also cites Mark 10:46 when he suggests 
that Jesus traveled in a pilgrimage caravan. Contrast this pilgrimage with the one depicted 
in John 7. Here Jesus goes up to Jerusalem for the festival of Tabernacles “not publicly, but 
in private (ἐν κρυπτῷ).” Th e implication is that Jesus was not part of a pilgrimage caravan, 
but traveled alone.

108. At the core of the story of Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem is the arrival of 
a pilgrimage caravan at their fi nal destination. Th is is recognized by Fredriksen (Jesus of 
Nazareth, 206), who contends that the “pilgrims account for the celebrating crowds who 
usher Jesus into Jerusalem.”

109. Luke refers to the Mount of Olives. 
110. Tsafrir (“Jewish Pilgrimage,” 370) highlights the fact that Jesus celebrated Passover 

eve within the city, according to the law. 
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giving specifi c details, the text clearly assumes that one of their number went to 
the temple to make the required Passover sacrifi ce.111 In the evening Jesus and his 
disciples sat together around a table in the upper room of a Jerusalem householder 
eating the paschal meal. Again, these details are plausible, even if their historical 
accuracy cannot be demonstrated with certainty.

Jesus, Purity, and Pilgrimage 

As demonstrated, there was a fundamental concern for issues of impurity within 
the socio-historical context in which Jesus lived. It is likely that the administration 
of the purifi catory waters was a public rite requiring the ministry of a priest. Any 
abstention on the part of Jesus would certainly been noticed by his followers, as 
well as by other members of the Jewish community.112 At the very least, his depar-
ture from the norm would have been viewed as strange; more likely, it would have 
been considered a sacrilege. Indeed, we would expect that a deviation from the law 
of this magnitude would have been reported in the Gospels. 

Given the evidence, it is probable that Jesus, like his fellow pilgrims, arrived in 
Jerusalem several days before Passover in order to undergo the purifi cation rites 
for corpse contamination. Yet if Jesus was impure during this period, how could 
he have been teaching in the temple? An important clue to resolving this conun-
drum comes from Josephus, who indicates that persons affl  icted with gonorrhoea 
or leprosy were excluded from the city altogether; the temple was closed to women 
during their menstruation. Men not thoroughly clean were debarred from admis-
sion to the inner court, from which even priests were excluded when undergoing 
purifi cation (B.J. 5.227). 

While men were required to be pure according to levitical standards in order 
to gain access to the sacred precincts (Court of the Israelites), they could still enter 
the outer court (Court of the Gentiles) even if they were not thoroughly pure, 
provided that they were free from two major classes of impurity: genital discharge 
and scale disease. Seemingly, the criteria for purifi cation were not as strict in the 
outer court.113 What is curious is that Josephus makes no reference to the most se-
rious of the impurities, corpse contamination. Logic dictates that if those affl  icted 

111. So Fredriksen, Jesus of Nazareth, 206. 
112. Th is may be the situation described in the Gospel of John (John 12:1, 12). Th e 

evangelist emphasizes Jesus’ arrival in Jerusalem fi ve days before Passover, indicating that 
the other pilgrims had been looking for him and speculating as to whether or not he would 
come to the festival (John 11:55–56). Jesus’ tardiness meant that he did not have time to 
complete the full week of purifi catory rituals. Th is point may hint at a Johannine motif ac-
cordance to which Jesus did not need to prepare for the paschal sacrifi ce because he is the 
paschal sacrifi ce. Kazen (Jesus and Purity, 249 and esp. n. 219), however, off ers a diff erent 
perspective, suggesting that Jesus’ late arrival for the seven-day purifi cation period can be 
seen as part of a Johannine tendency to portray Jesus as opposing the purity laws. 

113. It would have been impractical to impose stringent purity standards in the outer 
court of the temple, since this was an area in which economic transactions took place, as-
semblies were held, and judicial bodies met. On the temple and its courts, see Levine, Je-
rusalem, 243.
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with other major forms of impurity were prohibited from entering the temple or 
even the city, then the corpse-impure would also be excluded. But that is not what 
Josephus states. 

I would argue that Josephus off ers an accurate description of the purity re-
quirements in the temple. Th ose who were “thoroughly clean” (οἱ . . . καθάπαν 
ἡγνευκότες) from all impurities, including corpse contamination, were permitted 
to enter the inner court. Th is implies that individuals who were partially clean—
that is, those who had performed their fi rst-day ablutions—had access only to the 
outer court. Josephus’s omission of any reference to corpse impurity in connec-
tion with the temple implies that he understood that immediate immersion in 
the mikveh removed a layer of impurity, enabling the affl  icted to gain access to its 
outer court. 

In positing the use of fi rst-day ablutions at the temple, we not only gain a better 
understanding of our text from Josephus, we also resolve the apparent discrepancy 
in Jesus’ purity practices. In accordance with the Synoptic traditions, Jesus arrived 
in Jerusalem about a week prior to Passover, presumably to undergo the purifi ca-
tion rite for corpse contamination. Aft er he entered the city, he probably would 
have immersed in one of the numerous mikvaot in the area of the Temple Mount, 
thereby initiating his gradual purifi cation. Upon completion of this fi rst-day ablu-
tion, Jesus would have had access to the outer court of the temple where he taught 
during the days leading up to the festival. 

Conclusion 

Th e historical Jesus was a Galilean Jew living in the fi rst-century land of Israel. 
Th e Judaism of his time was characterized by its diversity in its interpretation of the 
laws of Israel. Yet underlying the disputes between the various factions were basic 
tenets of practice and belief that were agreed upon by the populace as a whole. Th e 
temple fi gured prominently in the lives of all Jews, even those who lived far afi eld. 
In spite of the hardship, Jewish peasants from the rural communities in Galilee 
made pilgrimages to the temple as oft en as their circumstances allowed, especially 
for the feast of Passover. Purity practices were also a prominent feature of Jewish 
existence, as evidence by the archaeological remains from the cities, towns, and 
villages in which there was a Jewish presence. Th e existence of mikvaot combined 
with the pervasive use of stone vessels indicates a substantial concern with ritual 
purity. It is within this socio-religious milieu that Jesus made his pilgrimages to the 
temple in Jerusalem to celebrate the festivals. We can trace his path from Galilee to 
Jerusalem, traveling with his disciples and followers in a pilgrimage caravan and 
taking refuge in towns and villages along the way. Arriving with the other pilgrims 
several days before the festival, he stayed in Bethany and spent his days teaching 
at the temple. As was the custom, he also arranged for a place within the city of 
Jerusalem where he and his disciples could partake of the paschal meal. 

An essential component of the pilgrimage was the purifi cation rites that were 
associated with it. Jews could not enter the temple, nor could they partake of the 
paschal meal unless they were in a state of ritual purity. Th us pilgrims arrived in 
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Jerusalem at least a week before the festival so that they could undergo the seven-
day purifi cation rites for corpse contamination. While there is no direct evidence 
to indicate that Jesus participated in this rite, there is signifi cant support for this 
assumption. First, it is evident that Jesus made the pilgrimage with other members 
of the rural Galilean community and arrived well before the onset of the festival. 
Second, both the archaeological and textual evidence point to a direct connection 
between pilgrimage and purity practices at the temple. Given that Jesus counted 
himself among the Jewish pilgrims from rural Galilee and that he participated in 
all the other rites of pilgrimage, it is probable that he also participated in this rite 
of purifi cation, which included ritual immersion as well as sprinkling with purifi -
catory waters. Th e fi rst-day ablutions removed a layer of his impurity, giving him 
access to the outer court of the temple where he taught, while his immersion on 
the fi nal day completed the purifi cation process, enabling him to enter the sacred 
precincts and participate in the paschal meal. 

As with most historical questions pertaining to Jesus, we cannot be certain that 
Jesus kept the purity laws as suggested above. It is highly likely, however, that he 
did observe them in the same ways and to the same degree as did other Galilean 
Jews. Th e burden of proof must remain on those who would argue that Jesus de-
parted from the common practice of his fellow Jews in the way in which he ap-
proached the most central Jewish institution of his time, the temple in Jerusalem. 
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