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THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN
CLEAN AND UNCLEAN
ANIMALS IN LEV 11:

IS IT STILL RELEVANT?

By Gerhard E Hasel
Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary
Andrews University

Is the distinction of clean and unclean animals made in Lev
11:2-23, 41-45 (and in Deut 14:3-20)" still relevant today? The
majority of Christians and even certain groups of Jews no longer
observe these distinctions in their dietary habits. It is claimed by
some that the adherence to the Biblical dietary instruction is an
inconsistency on the part of observing Christians, being based—so
It is alleged—on the ceremonial law, a law fulfilled in Christ and not
binding for Christians.

This matter raises the essential issue whether the dietary
instruction of Lev 11 (and Deut 14) is outside the framework of Old
Testament ceremonial/ritual law. Are these food instructions part
of universal Biblical law and “moral imperatives”” that are still
valid for Bible-believing people today? These questions pose major
issues that are faced as regards the distinction of clean and unclean
nnimals and their relevance for dietary practice today.

The majority of modern commentators and exegetes interpret
the clean/unclean distinction to be a ritualistic, cultic, and ceremo-
nial in nature. That is to say, the clean and unclean animal distine-
lion is part of the Israelite cult and belongs to the so-called
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ceremonial law. This interpretation has had the primary, but not
exclusive, support in the Christian Church over the centuries. In
the early Christian centuries the subject of clean and unclean
animals was given attention within the larger context of the laws
of cleanness.’ For example, the Eastern Church generally has given
support to the laws of uncleanness for centuries. This historical fact
reveals that it is not as easy to assign a given instruction in the
Pentateuch to ceremonial law as some suggest and assume that the
issue is resolved.

The frequent association of the Biblical instruction on dietary
matters involves fundamental matters of Biblical interpretation.
The essential issue is the question, Is the instruction of Lev 11
regarding the dietary distinction of clean and unclean animals the
result of “pentateuchal food laws promulgated by the priests”* and
thus limited in scope to ancient Israel,’ its cult prescriptions, and
ceremonial laws? Or, is Leviticus 11 (and Deuteronomy 14) divinely
given instruction that belongs to what may be designated “univer-
sal law,” namely, law that is not restricted in time to a specific
people, ancient Israel, but is universally valid for God’s people for
all times and in all places. If the latter is the case, and if it can be
shown to be so on Biblical grounds, then the distinction between
clean and unclean animals will have continuing relevance for Bible-
believers today?

Based on the remarks outlined above, it will be the purpose of
this study to address the following matters: 1) Does the clean/un-
clean animal distinction of Lev 11 belong to the general category of
clean/unclean distinction in ceremonial law? 2) What does the
location of the clean/unclean animal distinetion in Leviticus 11
reveal about its significance within the context of the book of
Leviticus? 3) How do comparisons and contrasts of specific lan-
guage used in the dietary law serve as determinative pointers to
demonstrate that the clean/unclean animal distinction belongs to
universal law? 4) What other internal indicators are provided by
conceptual linkages between the dietary law and other parts of the
Old Testament that likewise show Leviticus 11 to lie outside cere-
monial/ritual law and, thus, to belong to universal law? 5) What
rationale is provided in Leviticus 11 for its dietary guidelines and
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how does this indicate its abiding relevance for Bible-believers
today?

Two Types of Clean/Unclean Distinctions

Foundational to any discussion of the clean/unclean distinc-
tion is the fact that the Old Testament refers to two clearly defined
types of uncleanness. One type of uncleanness is permanent, non-
ritual, non-cultic, and non-ceremonial in nature and purpose; the
other type is distinctly ritual, cultic, and ceremonial in nature and
design. The first type of uncleanness, the one that is non-ceremo-
nial, is permanent in nature and, therefore, no action, ritual, or
activity can remove it. The other type of uncleanness, the one that
is ceremonial in nature, is clearly ritual and ceremonial in nature
and a cultic action is prescribed, because it is in need of removal. It
is an acquired uncleanness that is attached to something or some-
one previously ritually, cultically clean. The ritual, cultic unclean-
ness is temporary in nature and the person or thing which has
become unclean stands in need of cleansing. We will return to this
vital distinction between permanent, non-cultic, non-ritual, non-
ceremonial uncleanness, on the one hand, and temporary, cultic,
ritual, ceremonial uncleanness, on the other hand, in a moment.

It must be noted that there are parts in the book of Leviticus
that are outside the framework of ritual/cultic instruction such as
most of Leviticus 17, 18 and 26, 27." The book of Leviticus contains
both ceremonial-ritual and moral-universal laws. The assumption
that all material in the book of Leviticus is ceremonial in nature
can hardly be sustained.

As will be further discussed below, Leviticus 11-15 is a new
block of material within the book. Leviticus 11:2-23 is at the
beginning of this larger block of material that deals with various
clean and unclean matters of which not all are automatically rit-
ual/cultic in nature. This cautions the careful student to be sensi-
tive to distinctions in matters clean and unclean and calls for careful
consideration.

It has been stated above at the beginning of this section that
there are two kinds of clean/unclean distinctions.® These distinec-
tions are basic to any understanding of cleanness and uncleanness
in the Bible.? -
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First, it has to be concluded on the basis of the entire Biblical
witness that there is a general cleanness that is innate to all
humans and things, and most animals. Under certain circum-
stances that which is inherently clean can acquire uncleanness—it
can become unclean. The acquired uncleanness comes through
contact with a carcass (Lev. 11:29-40; Num. 19:11-17), bodily emis-
sions (Lev. 15:2-28) and human skin disease, usually designated
leprosy (Lev. 13, 14), and so on.'" This acquired uncleanness is cultic
or ceremonial in nature in the sense that it attached itself to what
previously was clean, making that which was clean unclean.

The uncleanness thus acquired calls for a removal by means of
some ritual prescription that has been provided. In the case of
leprosy there was an elaborate cleansing ritual which included
washing and/or bathing and sacrifices (Lev. 14:1-32). In the case of
the acquired uncleanness which came through touching of a carcass
there was washing of clothes and waiting until the evening (Lev.
11:24-28, 38, 39). The uncleanness acquired through the touching
of a corpse lasted for seven days (Num. 19:11). In order to become
pure from this acquired uncleanness, the defiled or unclean person
needed to cleanse him/herself with the ashes from a specially
prepared red heifer and with water running from a vessel ((Num.
19:1-19). Other prescriptions for removal of acquired uncleanness
can be catalogued beyond the examples cited here.

The examples of acquired/attached uncleanness sufficiently
demonstrate that acquired uncleanness demands some ritual or
cultic action, or a combination of action(s) and time, through which
uncleanness can be ceremonially removed and cleanness can be
restored. This kind of acquired uncleanness is ritual and cultic in
nature and is part of what is designated ceremonial law. It demands
aritual ceremony for its removal, and the divine instruction is part
of the ceremonial law with its rituals of cultic purpose and design.

Let us discuss next the type of uncleanness which is noct
acquired, and thus non-ritualistic and non-ceremonial. This un-
cleanness can be said to be innate or inherent in certain animals
alone.!! These animals are called “unclean” in the Bible. Let us be
more specific. The unclean animals of Leviticus 11:2-23 are not
unclean because of an acquired/attached uncleanness. They have
not become unclean from contact with anything that was unclean
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as is typical in acquired uncleanness. They are unclean in them-
selves. They are declared by God to be “unclean” (tame’) and/or
“detestable” (shegets).'? In this sense we may speak of a designated
uncleanness. The uncleanness designated by God plays a role only
in regard to animals that are unacceptable for food, but in no other
way.

A second observation is of equal importance. The innate,
inherent, or designated uncleanness is an uncleanness which can
never be removed by any ritual or cultic activity specified in cere-
monial law. It is never removed by time, or a combination of cultic
activity and time as in the case of the ritual/cultic uncleanness that
has become attached to something that was originally clean. In
other words, there is no possibility to remove innate and non-ac-
quired uncleanness by cooking, boiling, washing, sacrifice, lapse of
time, or by anything else. None of these activities, nor any combi-
nation of them, will make an unclean animal clean.

This demonstrates that the uncleanness of animals designated
unclean/detestable is of a different origin and has a different pur-
pose than cultic or ritual uncleanness. The ritual and cultic un-
cleanness is acquired by someone or something which was not
previously unclean. Thus there is need, by means of some appropri-
ate ritualistic/cultic action, to restore such to the former clean
status. The innate or inherent uncleanness, to the contrary, is
permanent and unremovable. It is not in need of a ceremonial
cleansing. It is divinely designated unclean for food purposes.

A third observation is in order regarding the non-acquired
uncleanness of animals in Leviticus 11. The uncleanness inherent
inlive animals cannot be transferred to those who come into contact
with unclean animals.'® The non-transferability of the inherent
uncleanness indicates that it is of a different nature than ceremo-
nial, ritual, cultic uncleanness. This is different from what was true
of certain other ancient cultures among Israelite neighbors.' In
Israel only the carcass of dead animals, regardless whether clean or
unclean, brought about uncleanness by contact. No live animal by
itself whether clean or unclean brings impurity to humans.

If the uncleanness of live animals were cultic or ritual in
nature, there would be a cultic, ritual transference of uncleanness
lo persons or things that come into contact with such animals. But
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this is not the case. Therefore, there is no need for a prescription
for the removal of pollution/impurity caused by live unclean ani-
mals. In short, the non-transferability of uncleanness from live
unclean animals seems to reveal that the uncleanness of animals is
of a different kind than ritual, ceremonial uncleanness, i.e. it is
non-cultic and non-ritual.

In view of these distinctions, the following may be concluded:
1) There is a ritual/cultic uncleanness, one that is acquired and is
in need of removal by some sort of ritual (with or without time) as
is prescribed in ceremonial law.

2) There is to the contrary also a non-ritual, non-cultic un-
cleanness which is non-acquired. It is innate and inherent to those
creatures that are designated unclean/destestable, and it is non-cer-
emonial in nature and purpose.

3) Inherent uncleanness cannot be removed. It is permanent.
There is no action or ritual provided for its removal, because it is
different in origin, nature and purpose.

4) The non-ritual, non-cultic uncleanness of a live animal does
not pollute or cause impurity or uncleanness whether cultic or
other. This indicates that it is non-cultic in nature and not part of
ceremonial law.

We may suggest on the basis of this evidence that the innate,
inherent, or designated uncleanness has a different origin and
purpose than the acquired, ritual uncleanness. Both are radically
separate from each other in origin, purpose and design. They cannot
be equated. Each has its own meaning and relevance. Each one
functions differently.

Non-Ceremonial Clean/Unclean Distinction of Lev 11:
Its Literary Context

The specific location of the instruction of clean/unclean ani-
mals within the literary context of the book of Leviticus is of
determinative importance for its meaning and purpose.

The book of Leviticus contains universally recognized major
blocks of material: chapters 1-7 contain the divine instruction on
sacrifice; chapters 8-10 contain instruction regarding priests; chap-
ters 11-15 treat matters relating to clean and unclean; chapter 16
concentrates on the Day of Atonement, the day of cleansing the
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sanctuary; chapters 17-27 contain non-ritual and ritual laws with
various exhortations.'®

It is not our purpose to study the literary structure of the book
of Leviticus, an undertaking much too complex and lengthy.'®
Instead we limit our observations to the most immediate context of
the dietary law.

Is the dietary law of Leviticus 11 placed into this broader
setting of general instruction of clean and unclean in the book,
because all such instruction is ritualistic/cultic, and thus ceremo-
nial in nature? This question is valid, because it has been stated
that “it is uncertain whether the terms clean/unclean as they are
used in this chapter have a ritual or religious basis, or whether they
have hygienic implications.”"” What is the basis of the dietary law
in Leviticus 11? Isit ritual and ceremonial or hygenic and universal?

We have seen above that there is a foundational distinction
between two types of uncleanness. The literary structure of the
book of Leviticus itself provides further insights regarding the
non-ritualistic, non-ceremonial clean/unclean distinction of ani-
mals within the third block of materials (Lev. 11-15).

To begin with we will analyze the literary structure of Leviti-
cus 11 itself.'® This chapter contains several major segments, The
following analysis contains in square brackets the major literary
structure, namely, a chiasm,' in the well-known chiastic A-B-A
pattern:

Introduction, vs 1

[A] Creatures both Clean and Unclean, vss. 2-23
1. Land Creatures, vss. 2-8
a. Regulation for eating land creatures, vss. 2-3a
b. Regulation for inedible land creatures, vss. 4-8
2. Water Creatures, vss. 9-12
a. Regulation for edible water animals, v. 9
b. Regulation for inedible water animals, vss. 10-12
3. Air Creatures, vss. 13-23
a. Regulation for inedible birds, vss. 13-19
b. Regulation for winged insects, vss. 20-23
1) Inedible winged insects, vs. 20
2) Edible winged insects, vss. 21-22 ~
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3) Inedible winged insects, vs. 23
[B] Acquired Uncleanness from Contact with Carcasses
and its Removal, vss. 24-40
1. Acquired Uncleanness from Touching or Carrying
Carcasses of Land Creatures and its Removal,
vss. 24-28
2. Acquired Uncleanness from Touching or Contact
with Dead Swarming Creatures and its Removal, vss.
29-38
3. Acquired Uncleanness from Touching or Carrying
Carcasses of Edible Creatures and its Removal, vss.
39-40
[A’] Unclean Swarming Creatures and the Basic
Rationale, vss. 41-45
1. Regulation of Inedible Swarming Creatures, vs. 41
2. Regulation of Inedible Small Land Creatures, vs. 42
3. Regulation Regarding Acquired Uncleanness from
Inedible Swarming Creatures, vs. 43
4. Basic Rationale: Be Holy for I am Holy, vss. 44-45
Conclusion, vss. 46-47
1. Law of Living Creatures of Large Animals, Birds,
Water Creatures and Swarming Creatures, vs. 46
2. Distinction of [A] Unclean and [B] Clean,
[B’] Edible and [A’] Inedible, vs. 47
The literary structure® of Leviticus 11 reveals that aside from
the outer frame made up of introduction (vs, 1) and conclusion (vss.
46-47) there are three major sections of material which seem to have
the chiastic structure of A-B-A, which is familiar from many parts
of the Old Testament and ancient Near Eastern literature. We have
not concerned ourselves with literary sub-patterns of each major

section.

Part A in the chiasm consists of vss. 2-23. It deals with clean
and unclean creatures and which of these animals are edible (vss.
2-23). As mentioned before the uncleanness of the unclean crea-
tures is not contagious and, therefore, different in kind as compared
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lo the uncleanness that is acquired and attaches itself to persons
or things.

Part B in the chiasm is made up of vss. 24-40. This unit, which
is placed between the other parts (vss. 2-23 and 41-45), treats the
lopic of acquired, ritual uncleanness from dead creatures—that is,
nnimal carcasses—and how to achieve cleanness. It reveals that a
clean animal killed for food does not bring about uncleanness to the
person who eats it or has contact with it. It affirms, however, that
n person or utensil that has come into contact with a carcass of a
creature that died of natural causes, whether inherently unclean
or not, becomes unclean. It prescribes regulations on how such
nequired uncleanness is disposed of in the Hebrew ceremonial
u_yatem.21

Part B seems to be placed into this middle position in the
chiasm for several reasons: (1) It is located here because of the
catchword principle of “carcass” (vss. 8, 11, 24, 25, etc). (2) It
clarifies the distinction between non-cultic, non-ceremonial and
ritual/cultic, ceremonial uncleanness. (3) It addresses the problem
of the distinction between creatures which are killed for food and
do not defile and creatures which die naturally and create unclean-
ness by contact. (4) It reveals the implications of both for holiness.

Part A’ includes vss. 41-45. It is the third part of the chiasm,
coming back to the matter of unclean creatures not to be eaten.
There was one category of creatures which had not received atten-
lion in the previous taxonomy of creatures in vss. 2-23. The first
major grouping of “creatures” (chayyah) of vss. 2-11 consisted of
Iarge land “animals” (behemah), the second one consisted of water
creatures (vss. 9-12), and the third one included the winged crea-
tures (vss. 13-23). The group that is missing in this taxonomy of
creatures are the small creatures on land that crawl on the belly,
small quadrupeds and many-legged creatures. This group is now
dealt with in this third section.

In short, parts A and A’ deal with the matter of universal law;
in this case, dietary law. They handle non-acquired uncleanness. On
the other hand, part B of the chiasm deals with the matter of
ncquired, ritual/cultic uncleanness of a ceremonial type that at-
laches itself to the person that handles the carcass of a creature
which has died a natural death. Part B is placed here for two
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reasons: (1) because of the catchword principle, and (2) because of
the need to define which kind of carcass defiles ritually; namely, the
one that dies a natural death, not the one that is slaughtered for
food. Part B in the chiasm, provides thus an important clarification
with regard to every dead animal which defiles. The answer is clear:
only the animal that dies a natural death defiles ceremonially.

Having considered the immediate contextual relations, we
need to probe into the larger context and inquire why the author
of Leviticus has put the subject of clean and unclean animals and
the subject of dietary law, universal law, at this place in the book.
Aside from various possible reasons, there seem to be at least (a)
literary and compositional reasons and (b) a thematic reason that
seem to play a role. Let us consider these.

The literary and compositional reasons seem to be evident in
two aspects. The first aspect resides in the fact that the entire third
part of the book of Leviticus, namely chs 11-15, handles the subject
of uncleanness/cleanness,” including non-acquired and non-trans-
ferable as well as acquired and transferable uncleanness, in a
general manner. It would, therefore, be natural to deal with both
kinds of uncleanness and with cleanness from the point of view of
compositional technique and subject matter.

In addition to the chiasm of A-B-A, the author employs the
literary device known as the “catchword principle.” At times,
Biblical writers place subjects or topics next to each other, without
a particular logical or sequential order, on the basis of a “catch-
word” which mentions the subject or topic. This seems to be the
case here as well. Notice that at the conclusion of the legislation
pertaining to the sanctuary, which began as far back as Exodus 25
and is carried through Leviticus 10,? two key topics are mentioned.
The first topic is referred to by the “catchwords” of “clean/unclean.”
They appear in Leviticus 10:10 in the phrase marking the distinc-
tion “between the clean and the unclean.” This topic becomes the
general theme of Leviticus 11-15. The second is the catchword
“eating,” which is found no less than six times in Leviticus 10:12-19
(vss. 12, 13, 14, 17, 18, 19), the section just preceding Leviticus 11.
The topic introduced by this “catchword” is the matter of animal
food proper or improper for consumption.

The “catchwords” of “clean/unclean” and “eating” cause the
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topics of “clean/unclean” animals and the dietary law to be placed
at this juncture at the beginning of Leviticus 11-15. If this literary
device of “catchwords” that introduce topics has any merit, and it
seems undeniable in this context, then it is possible to understand
why a universal law can be placed in this literary context and why
it should not be construed to be ceremonial in nature because of its
particular placement in a given literary arrangement of the book.

The recognition of this inner literary and compositional tech-
nique seems to illuminate why something that is non-cultic and
non-ceremonial in nature may precede (Lev. 11:2-23) and follow
(Lev. 11:41-45) a section that is cultic and ceremonial innature (Lev.
11:24-40). The assumption that all matters regarding clean/unclean
are of necessity cultic and ceremonial simply because of their
location in a book, or section of a book, or its proximity to matters
cultic seems unwarranted as one understands the literary and
compositional nature of the writing.

The larger thematic aspect calls now for brief attention. The
theme of animals—those which are “clean” and edible and those
“which are unclean in themselves”® and are designated “detest-
able” and inedible—is placed first in this section of Leviticus 11-15.
Once this theme or subject is handled in chapter 11, the author
proceeds to the subject of acquired ritual uncleanness and the cultic
rituals for the removal of such acquired impurity in other parts of
Levitcus 12-15.

In this manner the author moves from the general, non-cultic
subject matter of innate uncleanness pertaining to creatures that
are inedible, that is, from non-acquired uncleanness, to a broader
cultic subject matter of acquired uncleanness which is ritual and
ceremonial in nature. The compositional move from a general and
brief treatment of clean/unclean animals to a specific and extended
treatment of ritual, ceremonial uncleanness discloses a style of
writing manifested also in other parts of the Pentateuch. Such
compositional moves from the general to the specific may be seen
in the creation narrative.”® Genesis 1 presents the picture of cre-
ation in its general and comprehensive aspect. Genesis 2 follows
with a treatment of expanded creation themes, even aspects not
previously touched on, but deals more with the creation of Adam
and Eve and their perfect home environment. Both have to do with
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the topic of creation, yet they are not identical in their thematic
emphases.

We have seen how a number of considerations regarding the
non-ceremonial clean/unclean distinction in Leviticus 11:2-23, 41-
45 seem to explain why this section is located where it is in the book.
The regulations pertaining to the sanctuary itself that began in
Exododus 25 are concluded in Leviticus 10. It is natural that the
matter of cleanness and uncleanness needs now to be taken up by
the Biblical writer.

It is not accidental that the new divine instructions is given to
both “Moses and Aaron,” as is stated in Leviticus 11:1 (cf. Lev. 13:1;
14:33; 15:1). This wording is in contradistinction to any previous
instruction in the books of Exodus and Leviticus. Never before has
God given any instruction to both leaders at the same time. God
speaks through both leaders, addressing now Israel as a whole (Lev.
11:2). By means of the “catchwords” “clean/unclean” and “eating”
these topics are taken up without putting them and everything else
in Leviticus 11-15 into a cultic, sacrificial, or ritual/ceremonial
context.

We now turn to a closer examination of the dietary law iteself
for further evidence that its instruction belongs to the category of
universal law.

Specific Language in the Dietary Law

The key word in Lev 11 is “unclean”. Its Hebrew form is tame’
and it occurs a total of 84 times in this chapter.”® The antonym is
“clean” (Heb. tahér). It is used only four times (Lev. 11:32, 36, 37,
47). A second key word in Leviticus 11:2-23, 41-45 is the Hebrew
term sheqets, meaning “detestable.””” The term “unclean” (fame’)
is used in Leviticus 11 for land animals that are inedible. However,
the water creatures in vss. 9-12 are shegets, “detestable” (vss. 10,
11, 11, 12), and so are the winged creatures in vss, 13-23 and 41-42.
The question that poses itself here is whether the designation
“detestable” (shegets) “appears to represent a more extreme cultic
disqualification”® as compared with the designation “unclean
(tame’).” Does the term shegets indicate “simply prohibition as
food”?” Different answers have been provided on these matters. It
is noteworthy, however, that what is described in Leviticus 11:9-12
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as “detestable” is described in the parallel passage in Deuteronomy
14:10 as “unclean.” The winged creatures of Leviticus 11:20, 23
which are described as “detestable” are described in Deuteronomy
14:19 again as “unclean.” This sugessts that both terms cover
nearly the same meanings, but “detestable” seems to contain
broader connotations.

There may be additional reasons for the usage of this twofold
terminology. David. P. Wright has suggested that “the use of the root
shqts with the animals in vv 9-23 [of Lev. 11] does not refer to their
being able to pollute by touch, only to their abhorrent nature in
regard to eating.”*® He supports the idea that unclean/detestable
animals do not create acquired uncleanness.

The usage of the Hebrew verb shegets certainly indicates the
serious nature of the prohibition against the eating of unclean
creatures. The verbal form of the same word is used to denounce
the detestable worship of graven idols (Deut. 7:25-26). This connec-
tion may indicate the gravity with which the unclean/detestable
creature is to be viewed when it comes to its consumption as food.
It is as if one partakes of or ingests an idol.

The summary sentence in Leviticus 20:25 declares that a
person becomes “detestable” by consuming a creature that is un-
clean. The person that consumes an unclean animal does not
become “unclean” but “detestable.” If a person would simply be-
come “unclean,” then it may be assumed that such a person would
be able to undergo a ceremonial ritual of cleansing to be freed from
the acquired uncleanness. But this is not the case.®! To be “detest-
able” means to be in a state too serious to be handled by ritual,
ceremonial cleansing.

Let us consider next the regulations of the “sojourner/alien”
(ger) in Israel and how these illuminate the universal law aspect of
the dietary instruction in the book of Leviticus. The law of hunting
(Lev. 17:13) refers to both the Israelite and the sojourner/alien (ger)
and applies the rule that the hunted animal which “may be eaten”
needs to have its blood poured out. This regulation for the animal
which “may be eaten” from those that are hunted is not restricted
to the Israelite alone but applies universally also to the “so-

Jjourner/alien” in Israel.

In Leviticus 17-18 there are a number of regulations that apply
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to both Israelite and non-Israelite. The phrase “any man from the
house of Israel, or from the aliens [gerim] who sojourn among
them/you” (Lev. 17:8, 10, 12, 13) brings this out. These laws pertain
to the Israelite and the “alien” or “sojourner” and, therefore,
cannot be restricted to Israelites and the cult of the Israelites. In
other words, certain laws have a universal application; they are
outside of the limited focus of ceremonial, ritual, cultic law. These
laws are universal in nature.

The sacrificial laws of Leviticus 1-7 do not specifically mention
the “alien” or “sojourner.” They do not apply universally to all
non-Israelites, unless the latter become full members of the cove-
nant community.*’ But the universal law known from Genesis 9:4,
before there was an entity known as Israel, which prohibits the
eating of blood continues to apply universally to the Israelite and
the “alien” in Leviticus 17:10-12. The law of hunting in Leviticus
17:13 thus is seen to belong to universal law as well in both design
and application, because it applies to both the Israelite and the
“alien” (ger).

In this law the distinction is made regarding “a beast or bird
which may be eaten” (vs. 13). The reason, although not explicitly
stated but understood, is that they are “clean.” By implication
there are other hunted animals and birds which may not be eaten,
because they are unclean. The clean and unclean distinction is here
applied to hunted game. This distinction applies to both the Israe-
lite and the “alien.” Since both the Israelite and non-Israelite is in
view it seems to indicate that the distinction of the animals which
may be eaten and those which may not be eaten is universally valid
and cannot be restricted to the Israelite or Jew alone.

The non-ceremonial and universal laws of Lev 18 apply again
to both Israelite and “alien” (ger). These laws include laws of
forbidden marriage (Lev. 18:6-17), sins of unchastity (Lev. 18:18-
21), homosexuality (Lev. 18:22), and bestiality (Lev. 18:23). These
universal laws have caused the pagan nations to be cast out (Lev
18:24) so that the “land has spewed out its inhabitants” (vs. 25).
Verse 26 sums up, “Neither the native nor the alien who sojourns
among you” shall do any of these “abominations” (£6’ebéth).

It is particularly noteworthy that the unclean animals are part
of the “abominations’ (¢6’ebéth). The term of “abominations”
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(16’eboth) is used in the introductory statement (vs. 3) of the dietary
law in Deuteonomy 14:3-21. The term “abomination” has various
connotations, but it means essentially something that, by its na-
ture, is defined in opposition to what is acceptable and/or permitted
by God.*

Here there is an additional linguistic consideration that the
dietary law of clean and unclean animals is a universal, non-cere-
monial law. The pagan “nations” of Canaan indulged in “abomina-
lions” (¢6°ebéth) that were prohibited in universal laws and they
suffered the consequences of such activity by wholesale judgment
(Lev. 18:24-30). Just so, the eating of unclean animals is an “abom-
inations” (Deut. 14:3 t6°eb6th) of another universal law that is valid
for all humankind.*

Conceptual Connections with Genesis

It is readily acknowleged by interpreters that the distinction
between clean and unclean animals does not appear for the first
time in Leviticus 11. The first distinction is found in Genesis 7:2-8,
n text that is assigned by historical-critical scholars to the J stra-
{um.*® The source strata hypothesis is under such radical criticism
that it can be left outside of our considerations.”

It is important to recognize that the passage in Genesis 7
precedes the ones of Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 14 in time and
sotting. The setting of all of Genesis 1-11 is universal in outlook.*®
It is pointed out that one cannot “imagine a time in which there
were ever human beings which did not understand the distinction
hetween clean and unclean [animals].”*® It does not matter for our
concerns whether the distinction mentioned in Genesis 7 “between
the clean and the unclean animals . . . is a distinetion based on their
utility for humans, not on later legal ideas”,"* or whether it was
known for the sake of sacrificial purposes,! or for something else.
In any case, Noah sacrificed after the flood from “every clean animal
nnd of every clean bird” (Gen. 8:20).

The distinction of clean/unclean is important in this early time
and universal context. Not only were clean animals and birds used
for sacrifice, but after the Flood, humans were permitted to eat
nnimals (Gen. 9:3-5). The implication is that they were permitted
lo eat only clean animals. In this pre-Israelite passage in Genesis 9
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there is also the statement that man shall not eat flesh with its
blood in it (vs. 4). This is universal law and binding for all Chris-
tians, as the Apostolic Decree of Acts 15:20 indicates.

Essential to our discussion is the fact that the distinction
between clean and unclean animals is known before the Israelites
came into existence. Indeed, it is a distinction known in the antedi-
luvian world, taking us back into pre-Flood times, in a passage and
context that has a universal emphasis. It can, therefore, be main-
tained that the distinction of clean/unclean animals is applicable to
humankind in general. It is unlimited in scope and design and
outside the ceremonial legislation provided to ancient Israel in later
times.

These facts affirm that the distinction of clean and unclean
animals is not the product of Hebrew cultic legislation, but precedes
it into antediluvian times. It has been stated that “the distinction
between clean and unclean animals did not originate with Moses,
but was confirmed by him as a long established custom, . . .”*
Certainly the clean/unclean animal distinction does not have its
beginning in the Mosaic legislation.* The clean/unclean animal
distinction is joined to other fundamental institutions that ante-
date Israelite times and go back to the history of beginnings in the
antediluvian period. The clean/unclean animal distinction is joined
to such eternal verities as marriage (Gen 2:18-15), the Sabbath
(Gen 2:1-3), and the like.*

There is a second major conceptual connection between the
dietary law in Leviticus 11:2-23, 41-45 and the history of beginnings
in Genesis 1-11. More precisely, the classification or taxonomy of
animals in Leviticus 11 appears to correspond with the classifica-
tion, taxonomy, and the sequence of animals in the creation narra-
tive in Genesis 1:20-25. Genesis 1:20-25 has the sequence in the
order of creation of the animal world from fish (vs. 20a), followed
by birds (vs. 20b), to land animals (vss. 24, 25), that is to say, a
sequence of creatures in the water, air, and on the land. Leviticus
11:9-31 has a similar sequence of water animals (vss. 9-12), flying
things (vss. 13-23) and land animals (vss. 24-31).* Of course, verses
2-8 precedes in the presentation with a description of large land
animals. Thus the full sequence does not follow entirely what we
find in Genesis 1. Nevertheless, there is still a sequential connection
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that can be noted. It may be suggested that here again there is a
pointer to a larger world of thought than is allowed when Leviticus
11 is restricted to merely ritual/cultic connections.

It has also been inferred that the usage of two different desig-
nations of animals in Leviticus 11:2 reflects the creation account of
Genesis 1.* The wording of Leviticus 11:2 indicates that there are
“creatures” (chayyéth)'” which in this context mean generically
“living creatures”® that may be eaten from all the land “animals”
(beheméth), a group subsumed under the general classification of
chayybth, “living things” or “living creatures.”® This distinction
between the generic group of chayyah, “living creature,” and the
gpecific group of behemah, “land animal,” corresponds with the
classification of Genesis 1:24. In this text the term chayyah is also
generic and the term behemah is again a specific group of “land
animals.”® Evidently there exists a close connection between the
creation narrative’s classification and the taxonomy used in Leviti-
cus 11.

The dependence of Leviticus 11 on Genesis 1 seems to be
confirmed,” placing the two passages into the common conceptual
framework of a universal outlook. Based on these connections it is
suggested that there seems to be an attempt “to link them [the
dietary laws] to the creation account.””?

The Rationale for the Dietary Law

Time and again the question has been raised, and justifiably
80, why unclean animals are proscribed for human consumption
and a source of food? There are more than a dozen or so sugges-
tions® which will not be reviewed here in detail. Not all can have
our attention within the restrictions pertaining to this study. Still
we will touch on several of the more significant ones.

One explanation, put forth many years ago, holds that the
animals were perceived as unclean because of their association with
pagan religions.* This religio-cultic explanation has in its favc:_):;
that there are a number of unclean animals (particularly the pig,
but also the dog, etc.) that were used in Egyptian, Canaanite, and
other pagan cults.’® In its disfavor is the fact that not all unclean
animals are used in pagan cults®’ and also the fact that some clean
animals (such as bull, cow, ram, goat, some clean fish) were used in




108 Journal of the Adventist Theological Society

pagan cults.” There is also no indication anywhere that pagan cults
play a role in these proscriptions.

W. Robertson Smith has taken up an earlier idea® and devel-
oped the concept that the clean/unclean distinction of animals is
the remnant of totemism.®” He has been followed particularly by
Bernhard Stade.®' Totemism is the beliefin the kinship of man with
animals and plants. “The sacred character of the totem excludes the
species as common food, but the totem animal is the victim of the
ritual meal of the clan.”® The totemism interpretation has been
given up, because of its inadequacy® and the lack for evidence of
totemism in the Old Testament.*

Using the approach of phenomenology of religion W. Kornfeld
more recently suggested that the idea of unclean animals was
developed from known carnivores and creatures that ate carrion,
and animals that live in the desert or waste places and ruins aside
from chthonic® animals. In other words the unclean animals were
life-threatening. The primary reason why they have been disqual-
ified is to be discovered in their “life threatening practices and
spheres of existence.”®® It is difficult to find enough support for
these claims on the basis of the Old Testament itself. “This theory;”
it has been observed, “cannot explain the exclusion of such domes-
ticated, herbivorous animals as the camel, donkey, rabbit, or
horse.”®” This unsatisfactory hypothesis has not attracted much
following.

A social-anthropological approach has been put forth and has
been adopted by a growing number of scholars in recent times. It
deserves more detailed attention. Mary Douglas, a social anthropol-
ogist utilizing the Durkheimian hypothesis that animal classifica-
tion is reflective of societal values, has pointed out that “any
interpretation will fail which takes the Do-nots of the Old Testa-
ment in piecemeal fashion.”®® She comes to the Biblical data on
animals via the Lele tribe of Africa which has complex dietary
regulations.

Douglas suggests that the species declared unclean in Leviti-
cus 11 are those “which are imperfect in their class, or whose class
itself confounds the general scheme of the world.”® This she links
to the concept of holiness which involves “keeping distinct the
categories of creation.”™ She asserts, “To grasp this scheme we need
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lo go back to Genesis and the creation. Here a three-fold classifica-
tion unfolds, divided between the earth, the waters and the firma-
ment. Leviticus takes up this scheme and allots to each element its
proper kind of animal life.”"!

In Douglas’s view land animals have four legs and hoofs to
walk on. She, however, overlooks the datum that only those four-
footers who have split hoofs are clean. In the air birds need two
wings to fly and two legs to walk. In the water fish have fins and
scales to swim with. Once more Douglas overlooks the fact that
scales are not used for swimming. In her view any creatures that
cross these boundaries are anomalies and declared unclean. Ani-
mals that do not fit the proper order are unfit, or “dirt,” in her view.
Her concept of “dirt” has been severely criticized.™

In summarizing her position we cite H. Eilberg-Schwartz,
“Douglas argues that the creation myth (Gen. 1:1-2:4) provides a
conceptual model for understanding the universe. In Douglas’s
view, this account of creation provides a cognitive scheme in which
reality is demarcated and defined. Anything that violates the clas-
sifications that are established in this story is treated as a flaw in
creation and hence is considered abnormal and unclean.”™ The
nnimals that conform to the classification of creation are considered
clean and holy.

Douglas’s hypothesis has been adopted by a number of schol-
ars,” but it has also received incisive criticisms from others. Robert
Alter has noted that Douglas’s (and J. Soler’s) suggestion does not
oxplain why the chicken and the duck are considered clean since
they are anomalous and do not fit the established classification.”
The chicken has wings but does not fly and the duck has wings but
lives largeléy on the water. This objection is considered to be
“weighty,”™ because it shows that the classification method em-
ployed does not consistently explain the variety of animals desig-
nated as unclean. Jacob Milgrom has to make major adjustments in
Douglas’s hypothesis to make it come close to the text of Leviticus
L1 to make her anomaly view more valid.”

While there seems to be a conceptual linkage between Leviti-
cus 11 and Genesis 1, as we have attempted to show above, it does
not follow that the creation narrative gave rise to the dietary laws
the way Douglas suggests. Leviticus 11 has a sequence of land
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animals—water creatures—birds—winged insects—whereas Gen-
esis 1 has the sequence of water creatures—birds—land animals,
The classifications of Genesis 1 find only partial duplication in
Leviticus 11, and at that in a partially differing order. Furthermore,
not all clean animals follow the supposed creation classification. On
the other hand, Douglas’s attempt to seek a comprehensive answer
and not a piecemeal one is on the right track. On the whole her
theory remains problematical and is severely criticized for the lack
of validity of her “original criterion (proper means of locomotion),
but also the value of the general statement of her thesis that the
notion of impurity underlying the biblical dietary laws is based on
the anomaly of the prohibited animals relative to their respective
classifications (e.g. cattle, fish, fowl).”” Douglas’s theory does not
stand, if her own criteria are applied.

One of the oldest explanations is the hygiene/health one. This
is “probably the most popular explanation of the food laws. ... The
unclean animals were recognized by the ancients as a danger to
health, and were therefore pronounced unclean,” writes Gordon
Wenham.” Roland E. Clements says, “What we have here is a
simple and comprehensive guidebook to food and personal hy-
giene.”®® The hygienic position is supported also by others, includ-
ing William F. Albright.*’ Roland K. Harrison is a modern
commentator who makes a strong case for the hygiene/health
rationale for the dietary laws. He lists various parasitic organisms
and worms that can be contracted from unclean animals including
fish.* Much more could be said on the subject of health as regards
unclean and clean animals. Its validity cannot be easily overturned.

There are various reactions to the hygiene/health rationale of
the dietary laws. Among the reactions are several that may be
briefly considered. One objection is that “other peoples have held
or hold certain animals to be unclean, yet their demarcations
seldom coincide with the biblical.”** The reason(s) why other people
hold some animals to be unclean may have a variety of backgrounds
and purposes, some of which are religious, cultic, divinatory, and so
on.* Accordingly the demarcations do not need to align themselves
since the backgrounds and purposes vary.

Another objection suggests that “some of the clean animals are
more questionable on hygienic grounds than some of the unclean
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animals.”®® This assertion remains unproven. Supposedly “it is far
from clear that all unclean animals . . . are harmful to health.”*® We
do not know as yet everything regarding the harm in short or lang
range terms of the consumption of the meat of unclean animals. Is
it necessary to know all ramifications of the dietary instruction for
it to be valid?

A third caveat claims that “the OT gives no hint that it regards
these foods as a danger to health” and the dietary law lacks motive
clauses.®” As regards motive clauses in the Hebrew sentence struc-
ture, it is to be noticed that they lack in most of the laws and
instructions in the book of Leviticus. But nowhere is there an
indication that the lack of a motive clause relegates a ceremonial or
a universal law invalid. Thus the patterns of the book applies to
Leviticus 11. Whether the Old Testament gives no hint regarding
the health issue depends on how one understands the call to “be
holy” (Lev. 11:44-45). Holiness involves wholeness in all spheres,
including the physical. Health is included in holiness.

It is objected that if hygiene was a motive, why are poisonous
plants not “classed as unclean?”®® The regulation for plants fit for
eating is already given in Genesis 1:29-30, a universal instruction
that still holds despite the permission to eat the meat of certain
animals after the Flood. Why should it be repeated here where the
question of animals is under discussion and not the question of
plant food?

Gordon J. Wenham raises the issue, “If health were the reason
for declaring certain foods unclean in the first place, why did our
Lord pronounce them clean in his day?”® Or stated differently,
“why did the early church allow their [OT regulations] abolition in
the first century AD?”** These questions assume that the dietary
laws were abolished by Christ and the apostles.

This issue deserves a full scale investigation which cannot be
provided here. We are restricted to but a few essential observations.
There is but one passage in the NT where a saying is attributed to
Jesus that calls for some attention here. A brief sentence in Mark
7:19 is put in a parenthesis in English translations and often
rendered, “(Thus He declared all foods clean)” (NASB). A discussion
is going on whether this as a genuine statement from Jesus.”

Both the translation and the meaning of this clause-is highly
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disputed as a cursory look at the commentaries indicates. The words
“thus He” in italics in the NASB indicate that the Greek participial
construction is ambiguous, having no direct syntactical connection.
This is a serious problem in itself. The translation provided in the
NASB makes the masculine participle (katharizon, lit. “cleansing)
dependent on “he says” (légei) in vs. 18. Is this justifiable?

A number of competent commentators see the syntactical
connection differently, namely as an anacoluthon in which the
obvious conclusion is drawn that the normal digestive process
“cleanses all food.”**Still different is Matthew Black who takes the
term “food” (brémata) as singular and the preceding participle
“cleansing” (katharizon) as a passive. He renders the sentence, “for
it enters not into his heart but into his belly, all ¢the food being cast
out and purged away.”®® In this case Jesus said nothing of the kind
the NASB and other similar translations read. By now it is obvious
that these divergences of opinion show that this little sentence is
not as easily understood as it appears. If some of the suggestions
referred to are correct, then the sentence would have nothing to do
with Jesus declaring all foods clean. Caution is in order with this
sentence, its syntatical relationship and its meaning.

The second observation pertains to the variant readings of
Mark 7:19 in Greek manuscripts. A footnote in the Jerusalem Bible
on this problematical phrase in verse 19 states that “the clause
(possibly a gloss) is obscure and variously interpreted.”* Aside from
the reasons already stated above, there are four different forms of
the Greek word “to cleanse” in a great variety of Greek manu-
scripts, each one leading to a different meaning of the difficult
clause.” This is the reason for the KJV’s translation, “purging all
meats” made in 1611 of this disputed phrase. This rendering is
supported by the Textus Receptus reading of the neuter participle
katharizon, “cleansing,” which is understood to modify the phrase
“everything that goes in from without” (pan fo exothen
eisporeuomenon) of vs. 18.% While more and more recent transla-
tions render this problematical clause as “Thus he declared all foods
clean”,” there is by no means any certainty that this is what this
clause actually means. Literally the Greek words “katharizén panta
ta bromata” mean “cleansing all foods.” In view of these major

textual problems, it would be unwise for a serious student of the
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Bible to conclude that it is certain that (1) Jesus is speaking and (2)
that the phrase means for sure that he declared all foods clean and
thus edible.

Our third observation pertains to the question of what Jesus
would have meant with this sentence, if the translation of the
NASB (and others) were to be followed, and if he actually said
something like this. Here a brief comment on the word “foods”
(brémata) may be helpful. Mark 7:19 appears in the larger context
of the controversy of Jesus regarding Rabbinic food regulations
(Mark 7:3-5). Within this context the idea of unclean animals would
not even enter the idea of “foods,” because unclean animals were
not considered to belong to “foods” for a faithful Jew in Jesus’ day.

A fourth consideration is in order. Does Mark 7:1-23, of which
vs. 19 with the alleged Jesus’ saying is a part, deal with the
unclean/clean distinction of Leviticus 11 (and Deut 14) or with the
clean/unclean distinction of ritual washings of the rabbis, namely
with Jewish tradition? If the latter is the case, and the larger
context points in this direction, then the alleged Jesus’ saying has
nothing to do with the dietary law of Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy
14.

What is Jesus arguing against within the larger context of
Mark 7, the dietary law of the Pentateuch given by God or the oral
law (halacha) added to God’s laws by the rabbis? It is important
to consider the entire passage of Mark 7:1-23 and to avoid working
in atomistic form-critical separation of small units. Mark 7:2-5
clearly indicates that the issue is the “traditions of the elders” (vs.
3), and that the disciples ate foods without observing the proper
regulations of the rabbis to wash hands according to a particular
human tradition, making the clean food that they ate unclean
because they did not wash hands in a prescribed way.

In verses 7-10 Jesus upholds the Law of God and contrasts this
with the “tradition of men” (vs. 8), indicating that Jesus maintains
God’s laws, even introducing Moses in a positive sense in verses 7
and 10. Jesus is thus not anti-divine law but anti-human tradition.
Joachim Jeremias points out that the key saying of Jesus in verse
15 “does not mean an abrogation of all regulations of the Torah
concerning clean and unclean food (i.e. Lev 11; Dt 14:3-21: clean
and unclean animals)”*but that Jesus denies the “Rabkinic purity
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halacha.”® C. E. B, Cranfield also argues that in the context of
Mark 7:1-13 Jesus “is taking the side of the written Law against
the oral law [halachal”'®™ These scholars maintain that Mark
7:1-23 should not be separated, that the entire passage concluding
in verse 23 is the proper context of verse 19. This position seems
contextually valid. William H. Lane comments regarding Mark
7:19, ‘Jesus has no intention of denying that the purity laws occupy
a significant place in the Mosaic code (Lev. 11:1-47; Deut. 14:1-20)
or of detracting from the dignity of men who suffered death rather
than violate the Law of God governing unclean foods (I Mace.
1:62f). Rather he presses home the recognition that the ultimate
seat of purity or defilement before God is the heart.”!"!

These interpreters demonstrate, on the basis of the context,
that is inappropriate to conclude that Jesus did away with the
distinction of clean/unclean in the dietary laws of the Torah. This
view is supported on the basis of the parallel passage of Matthew
15:1-20 in which the saying of Mark 7:19 is missing. The debate in
Mark is against the “tradition of men,” the Rabbinic purity laws,
that prescribed how hands had to be washed before eating so that
one would not ritually defile oneself in eating. If the problematical
clause in verse 19 were to be rendered in the way of Jesus making
a statement whereby he declared all “foods” ritually clean, then he
would contextually simply declare that “foods” eaten with ritually
“unclean hands” (vs. 5) according to Rabbinic tradition is not
binding upon Jesus’ followers. Jesus did not remove the distinction
of non-ritual clean/unclean animals of Leviticus 11 (Deut. 14) as
the context makes clear and as the word “foods” (brémata) in Greek
indicates. The latter term is never used to distinguish food derived
from clean/unclean animals as compared to other kinds of food, %2

We are unable to discuss in detail other New Testament pas-
sages that deal with the issue of food or food offered to idols. Acts
10-11, however, is frequently invoked as indicating that the distinc-
tion of unclean/clean animals is removed for the Christian. It has
been shown that the distinction of “common” (koinds/koinéo) and
“unclean” (akdthartos) is of vital importance and that the tradi-
tions of Judaism, not of the Old Testament, made the “clean” into
something “common” or “defiled” through contact with the “un-
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clean.” Thus the “clean” creatures were now made “common” by
i e sheet with the unclean creatures. )
contaft’::tg:' :lt:fuses to comply with the command, “Sacrifice and eat
(Acts 10:13). “By no means, Lord, for I have never eaten an-ythlng
common [koinds] and unclean [akdtharios]” (vs. 14). Ev1c'lently
Peter did not understand the saying of Jesus in Mark 7:1:9 in the
sense of removing the distinction of clean and unclean amrrfals of
the Law. The “unclean” creatures were the ones so declared in the
dietary laws of the Pentateuch. The “common” creatureei were Fh:l
ones designated “clean” in the dietary laws. Ho.wever, in Jewis h
tradition they had become “common” by contact with the “unclean
ones. The Rabbinic declaration that the “cle‘an”. would berfo_me
“common” by contact with the “unclean” was in direct oppomtfon
to the Old Testament where the “unclean” animals made nothing
B ” or “unclean” by contact.
com’]?‘lli):refore, the deglaration, “What God has cleansed
[katharizo], you must not call common [koinds]. ? (vs. 15, RS_V),
indicates that “you,” Peter, as a man, must not de.31 gnate something
“common” that God has declared to be otherms_e. What F}o‘fi has
declared clean,'® must not be made into something that is “com-
= Tlljlye': I:lvelllrcl:le issue in Acts 10-11 is not the matter of lclean/un-
clean food but the problem of the association with Gentiles. They
were not to be considered “unclean” or “common” a‘lnd thus unwor-
thy of being a member of the worshiping community of God: T'h1s
unwarranted Rabbinic distinction as applied to human association
was shown to be against God’s declaration an.d Peter anq ther
Christians were not bound by such Jewish tradithns of associations
between Jews and Gentiles.™ Here too the issue'a is not one of fooc.is
to be eaten, but it is a case of social association and fellowship
nd Gentile. D)
betweNeél\j fv‘: Eeed to return to the motive provided and' the explicit
rationale mentioned in Leviticus 11:44-45 for the dlet.ary laws,
namely the call “to be holy; for I am holy” (vs. 44). There is also ths
reminder, “For I am the LORD, who brought you up from the”lan
of Egypt, to be your God; thus you shall be holy fc?rI am holy ('vs.
45). These verses provide as it were their own rationale by linking
the matter of clean/unclean animals to the two great-themes of
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holiness for God’s people and the redemption theme from Egyptian
slavery. Deuteronomy 14:2 is the introduction to the dietary law,
“For you are a holy people to the Lord your God; and the Lord has
chosen you to be a people for his own possession out of all the
peoples who are on the face of the earth” (RSV). W. Gispen notes
that “holiness is the supreme motive of these [food] laws” and that
the “only satisfying explanation of the distinction between clean
and unclean is this that the Holy One by these regulations shows
the necessity that His people is a holy people, a nation that is not
as other nations.”'%

Holiness means both separation from the unholy and separa-
tion unto God. It may be noted as well that to be holy means to share
in the uniqueness of God who is also holy. In following the instruc-
tion of the dietary law the believer engages in an imitatio dei,'®that
is, the believer follows the example of God Himself,

The textus classicus of the “holy people” idea is Exod 19:3-6.
Israel had been redeemed from Egyptian slavery and is at the foot
of Mt. Sinai about to enter into the covenant relationship with God.
At this crucial juncture Israel’s Redeemer declares, “You shall be to
me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (vs. 6, RSV). The
connection between the “holy nation” in Exodus 19:6 and the
imperative “you shall be holy” as a people by not eating from the
unclean animals, as specified in Leviticus 11:44-45, is particularly
striking,

In Leviticus 11:44-45 we have the very first mention again of

the theme of a holy people since it was first mentioned in Exodus
19:6. Among the various reasons for Israel to be a “holy” (gadésh)
people and to be separated or “consecrated” (gadash, Piel in Lev.
11:44) unto God, the dietary instruction of refraining to eat from
the meat of unclean animals has special prominence. To be a “holy
nation” means among other things also to follow the divine dietary
instruction.

It is well known that the terminology in Hebrew for such
interrelated ideas as “holy” (gadésh), “holiness” (godesh) and
“sanctify” (gadash, Piel) derive of course from the same Hebrew
root (gdsh) and indicate the larger concept of holiness, wholeness,
wellness, and the like. It is instructive that in the related Semitic
language of Akkadian the verb gadashu(m) has the double meaning

G. Hasel: Lev 11: Is It Still Relevant? 117

of “holy” and “to be clean” which is also manifested in other terms
deriving from the same root word.'”” There is thus beyond the
writings of Moses a larger interrelationship between holy and clean.

The theme of the “holy people” is prominent in the book of
Deuteronomy (7:6; 14:2, 21; 26:19; 28:9). In the book of Isaiah the
future remnant are called “holy” (4:2, 3) for the first time. 1% [saiah
shows that while the Israel of old is to be destroyed, there will be
true and “holy” remnant of faith that will carry on the Lord’s
purposes (Isa. 6:13). The God of the faithful and “holy” ones is
designated “the Holy One of Israel.” In the book of Daniel there
are those who withstand all the pressures of the anti-God powers,
even persecution in the end time, and they are called “the holy ones
[’saints’] of the Most High” (7:21, 25, NRSV). At the end of history
these “holy ones” of God, these saintly believers, will receive from
the Son of Man the everlasting kingdom (Dan. 7:18, 22).

The New Testament uses the same terminology to describe
Christian believers. Indeed the New Testament applies and identi-
fies the Christian believers as “saints/holy ones.” Exodus 19:6 is
applied to the church as the community of “holy ones,” that is,
“saints.” Peter writes, “You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood,
a holy nation [ethnos hagion], a people for God’s own possession”
(1 Pet. 2:9, NASB). Peter shows that the expression “a holy nation”
of Exodus 19:6 is no longer literal, ethnic Israel, but the new
community of believers, the church.'”

It follows that the new community of true believers, this “holy
nation” of God, will adhere to the holiness lifestyle designed for
them by God. For this “holy” remnant such a lifestyle of holiness
includes the universal dietary law, whereby their separateness from
what is harmful and destructive and their wholeness in God is
manifested.

In the Christian era, the community of true believers is the
[srael of God that is to be “holy,” engaging in the imitatio dei. In
this identification we see why in the Old Testament the dietary law
is given to Israel and to all who are to be holy. Today the Israel of
God of the new covenant is the community of the faithful remnant
which is also called to holiness and which is in continuity with all
those who have followed the way of holiness as their way of life.

Acts 15:20 affirms that the new believers continue to‘i“abstain
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from things contaminated by idols and from fornication and from
what is strangled and from blood” (NASB). Certainly these four
binding prohibitions of the so-called Apostolic Decree reflect the
universal laws of Leviticus 17-18"® and Genesis 9. Implicit in this
fourfold sequence, which is conceptually, terminologically, and in
its subject matter linked to Leviticus 11:2-23, 40-45; 20:25-26 and
Deuteronomy 14:3-20 as was shown above, is also the clean/unclean
distinction implicitly referred to in Leviticus 17:13 as regards
hunted beast and bird which may be eaten.

New Testament believers form the “holy nation” promised by
God. It is a holy people that continues “to make a distinction
between the clean animal and the unclean, . . .” (Lev. 20:25) and
thus, in this area as in others, is asked “to be holy . . . in all your
conduct” (1 Pet. 1:15, RSV).!!!

This concise conspectus of interrelated ideas of cleanness in
food and holiness in lifestyle in all its ramifications only hints at
the extensive Biblical picture of a “holy people,” fully dedicated to
their God and to Christ their Lord. It provides but a hint of the
unmatched potential of this faithful, true, and “holy” remnant that
lives now, in the end time.

Conclusion

The results of our study indicate the following: (1) The dietary
law of Leviticus 11:2-23, 41-45 (Deut. 14:3-20) is part of the univer-
sal law provided in the Old Testament which is independent of the
ceremonial/ritual law. (2) Its placement in Leviticus 11 is due to
“catchwords” and larger literary and compositional patterns and
thematic concerns within its immediate and larger pentateuchal
contexts. (3) Its linkages with the creation account and the flood
narrative within the context of the universalism of Genesis 1-11 is
assured on terminological and thematic grounds. (4) The special
language of “clean/unclean,” “detestable,” and “abomination” and
their relationships join it to universally valid divine law. (5) The
contextually explicit rationale of “holiness” and “redemption” joins
the dietary law to the “holy nation” theme upheld in the New
Testament for all true believers who are the spiritual “holy nation”
that is separated unto God to be “holy . . . in all your conduct” (1
Pet. 1:15). Holiness manifests itself in holy conduct. It reveals itself

G. Hasel: Lev 11: Is It Still Relevant? 119

among many things in a continuous distinction of what God has
designated to be proper for human consumption. In consuming food
appropriate for God’s “holy” people, the church constantly mani-
fests its Lord in an ongoing imitatio dei. In the Bible God is the
ground for ethics, and God’s true people live a life of godliness, a
life of holiness, because they are a “holy people” (Exod. 19:6; 1 Pet.
2:9).
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