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This article begins and ends with Aphrahat the Persian Sage, a fourth-century Syriac-speaking Christian author from Persian Mesopotamia. In his 18th Demonstration entitled, “On Virginity and Qaddishutha,” he makes the claim that qaddishutha, or “holiness,” manifests itself best through celibacy. Moreover, Aphrahat contextualizes this argument within a polemic against the Jews. His basic argument states that the Jews think they are holy because they procreate, yet celibate Christians are more holy because they don’t. In my work I have tried to flesh out Aphrahat’s biblical hermeneutic which supports his position—for he depends heavily on pentateuchal texts for support—and place it in conversation with Jewish readings of the same passages.
 All of this comparative work lead me back to the beginning, to the biblical texts themselves, to try to uncover a history of hermeneutics of holiness. Where does Aphrahat fall within this history? In this essay I present a précis of that journey backwards and forwards—an attempt to trace several hermeneutics of holiness and sexuality from the biblical literature forward into the fourth century. I do not intend to explain all aspects of holiness—but only those that intersect with constructs of human sexuality. My methodology is literary-historical in that I am interested in the exegetical history of a particularly biblical concept, “holiness.” I tried to survey as many ancient biblical, post-biblical, early Jewish and Christian texts as possible, but obviously I could not discuss them all and I am sure that I have missed some as well. My focus has also been particularly Eastern in that Aphrahat is an Eastern Syriac-speaking Christian and I want primarily to contextualize his discussion within the traditions that may have been at his disposal.


Several different trajectories of holiness—trajectories that begin in the biblical texts and move across centuries and geographic locations around the Mediterranean basin and Near East—emerge from this study. The first I call “ascribed” holiness and the second “achieved.” The first describes a native holiness, a holiness inherent in an individual or community through birth; the second describes a holiness gained or acquired by an individual or community through certain actions. Yet, both hermeneutics of holiness appeal to the divine law and its centrality to the holy community. For instance, someone who claims innate holiness claims to follow the law because of his or her holiness, that is, as a result of it. In some cases this obligation intensifies into a form of protectionism—failure to comply with the law adversely affects one’s holiness. The second paradigm—holiness achieved—makes the opposite claim—namely that one is not born into holiness, but rather acquires it through obedience to the law. Likewise this paradigm asserts that failure to comply with the law (once having achieved holiness through it) can have detrimental effects on that holiness. As we shall see below holiness and obedience to the divine law go hand in hand whether through ascription or achievement. I further argue that obedience translates into sexual behavior and becomes one community marker of exclusive godliness or holiness for these late ancient Jewish and Christian communities. The texts studied here present holiness as dependent on sexual behavior and as a means to differentiate between “us” and “them.” Yet, in creating hierarchies of holiness between and within biblical and post-biblical communities as well as between later Jews and Christians, some of these communities also construct internal hierarchies between the laity and the spiritual elite. Here too sexual practices, particularly sexual ascetic ones, separate the holy from the more holy. Sexuality and sexual practice therefore become a primary gauge of community and individual holiness.

* * * * *

But let us return to Aphrahat: In mid-fourth century Persian Mesopotamia Aphrahat, a Syriac Christian, writes the following:

I write you my beloved concerning virginity and holiness [qaddishutha] because I have heard from a Jewish man who insulted one of the brothers, members of our congregation, by saying to him: You are impure [tame’in] you who do not marry women; but we are holy [qaddishin] and better, [we] who procreate and increase progeny in the world.

With this short notice Aphrahat reports a supposed polemical confrontation between a procreating Jew and a Christian celibate. The Jew accuses all Christian celibates of some sort of impurity because of their sexual restraint, while the Jews, who procreate, remain “holy” and therefore superior. Yet, what does holiness or impurity mean in this fourth-century Persian-Mesopotamian context? For Aphrahat, celibacy clearly embodies his qaddishutha, for he dedicates this whole demonstration (entitled, “On Virginity and Qaddishutha”) to proving—from Scripture—that God calls Christians to celibacy and labels that action “holiness.” Aphrahat strives to establish that the Christians, through their celibacy, obey a higher divine law to “be celibate.” But how did he understand the supposed Jew’s accusation of impurity? While certainly for fourth-century Jews and Christians physical cultic purity remained an issue—albeit to different extents for the different communities—I wish to argue here that these authors deploy this biblical terminology primarily to designate obedience to or deviation from the divine law. Hence the Jews are “holy” because they fulfill the commandment to “be fertile and increase,” while the celibate Christians fail to obey and are thereby defiled. The impure, of course, can have no access to God—the ultimate and contested prize.  Conversely Aphrahat argues that the biblical directive to “be holy” translates best as “be celibate”, and hence the celibates better obey God than do the procreators.
 In order to understand these different interpretive evolutions we must return to the biblical texts.

The Biblical Texts
The pentateuchal texts present us with several different and conflicting paradigms of holiness and purity.
 On the one hand (in the first part of Leviticus, chapters 1-16) a qodesh, a holy–thing, belongs solely to God. Among people, God sanctifies the priests alone among all Israel. The rest of Israel remains common. In this paradigm cultic purity (a necessary protection around holiness) describes the absence of all those human processes (semen pollution, menstruation, death, skin disease) that create cultic impurity. Certain purification processes reverse the effects of cultic impurity and render the affected individual pure once again. These processes, however, never sanctify the individual. In this paradigm sanctification of individuals remains exclusive to the priesthood. A common Israelite can never “move up” to a priestly position. 


On the other hand, the latter part of Leviticus (chapters 17-27), also known as the Holiness code, allows for just that—the sanctification of the non-priestly Israelite. Here the text calls upon all Israel to make themselves holy through meticulous obedience to the law. In this construct cultic purity takes on another dimension.  Disobedience is construed as “bad” behavior (incest, adultery, injustice, murder, idolatry, etc.), it defines impurity and cannot be neutralized—its effects are permanent. The first paradigm constructs a hierarchy between the holy—qadosh; the pure-but-common—tahor; and the impure—tame’. The latter creates a more restrictive dichotomy between the qadosh and the tame’. Here the qadosh—enters God’s favor, while the tame’—falls out of God’s favor. Accordingly the authors of the Holiness code open up the pursuit of qedusha to all Israel, not just the priesthood. Compliance to the Law as laid down in Leviticus sanctifies the obedient individual or community.


Nevertheless a third paradigm exists primarily in the non-priestly texts of the Torah. In this construct all of Israel is already holy—because God chose them as his special nation of priests and a holy people. Their holiness is innate, ascribed and permanent. Here, fulfilling the law comes as an after effect of the divine choosing—not as a prerequisite.
 Nevertheless in these biblical narratives the people must also protect themselves from God’s holiness which destroys the impure when encountered in the wrong way. Oddly enough these biblical texts often describe this act of purification-as-protection by the same root word QDSh which other texts use to signify sanctification. And it is this semantic overlay that allows notions of purification to merge with constructs of holiness and obedience.


Moreover in every category mentioned above, ascribed, achieved and purity-protected, one finds a restriction on sexual activity or sexual partners as part of the larger make-up of each category. So, for instance, a common priest, because of his holy status, has limited marriage partners, for he cannot marry a divorcée. The high priest, because of his “higher” holy status, must restrict himself to a virgin from within his “own people” (Lev 21:7, 14). The Holiness code, in which God calls all Israelites to “be holy,” “being holy” includes a litany of prohibited sexual partners (close family members, other men’s wives, animals and even one’s own menstruating wife; Lev 19 and 20). And those pentateuchal texts which claim an ascribed holiness for all Israel also strongly suggest that this special election removes them from the general Canaanite marriage market and forbid them from intermarrying anyone from those tribes (Deut 7:1-3). Their special relationship with God, the fact that God distinguished them from among all the other peoples of Canaan and thereby made them holy-to-God, prohibits the Israelites from marrying other Canaanites.  Finally those texts which use QDSh in the sense of “pure” or “purify” more often than not connect the action of avoiding semen pollution through temporary sexual restraint as the means by which one attains the kind of purity represented by QDSh. The prime example of this usage is Exod 19:10-14, where the text uses QDSh to connote purity as Moses instructs the Israelite (men) to “not go near a woman” for several days in preparation for Revelation.
 Later biblical and post-biblical writers and exegetes merge and develop these early biblical and distinct hermeneutics of holiness and sexuality, furthering the link between holiness, obedience and sexual behavior.

Late to Post Biblical Texts


Ezra, for instance, presents the strongest case for Israel’s ascribed holiness. Building on Jeremiah’s description of Israel as a holy sanctum of God, Ezra posits that because Israel is a holy-seed it must not be profaned by mixing with non-holy seed (Ezra 9:1-3). Hence he extends the pentateuchal prohibition on marrying Canaanites to a blanket prohibition on intermarriage between Israelites and non-Israelites. He reasons that the progeny of a mixed marriage cannot be counted as holy (i.e. members of the Israelite clan) because it has been adulterated. Hence in Ezra’s hermeneutic, Israel’s already ascribed holiness (Israel is a holy-seed from the get-go) must be protected from profanation (being rendered common) through endogamy—limited marriage partners. By requiring holy-seed carriers to procreate only with other holy-seed carriers, Ezra insures the production of more holy Israelites and continuity of the community. Furthermore he labels exogamy a ma`al, a sacrilege or transgression of God’s holiness, indicating that in his mind intermarriage of any sort deviates from God’s law. 

The author of Jubilees takes Ezra’s paradigm one step further by declaring that the very act of miscegenation defiles the Israelite partner in the same adverse way as any other already prohibited sexual partners (close family members, other people’s wives, etc).
 In this scenario exogamy profanes the children of Israelite-non-Israelite marriages, but it also defiles the Israelite spouse—rendering himself impure and unholy, and by extension threatening the community’s holiness.  Moreover, too much intermarriage also defiles the land causing it to spew the Israelites out as it previously spewed the Canaanites out before them. Profanation leads to assimilation; defilement to exile—either way exogamy and miscegenation endanger the community’s very existence and diminish their ascribed holiness. Moreover the Jubilean author labels the act of miscegenation znut or prostitution, further associating intermarriage with sexually suspect activity (prostitution) and comparing it to idolatry. The biblical prophets rather harshly condemn Israel’s indulgence in the worship of foreign gods as religious harlotry.
 Jeremiah, for instance compares Israel’s behavior to the wife who is twice divorced but wants to return to her first husband (Jer 3:1). By assuming that remarriage to a former spouse defiles (Deut 24:1-4), and Israel’s idolatry equates with prostitution, Jeremiah posits that Israel’s idolatry-cum-prostitution not only profanes God’s name and defiles the sanctuary, but it also defiles the land which will eventually spew them out. Hosea likewise accuses Ephraim/Israel of harlotry and impurity (6:10), adultery (7:4) and “mixing with the peoples” (7:8). Here Israel also defiles itself metaphorically through harlotry/idolatry. Nevertheless the result is real behavioral impurities that will affect the land and people to their detriment. Idolatry and harlotry merge to create a hyper-detrimental behavioral impurity. I think the Jubilean author pushes this metaphor further when he labels intermarriage znut in order to demonstrate to his readers that God forbids intermarriage as he forbids adultery, incest and idolatry because it renders one impure and hence unfit for the holy community. Intermarriage represents quintessential disobedience in the Jubilean mindset as idolatry does to the prophetic writers. 

Within the literature of the Dead Sea Sect we see both the continuation and development of this Ezran-Jubilean paradigm of holiness as an innate aspect of Israeliteness.
 Nonetheless, other paradigms appear in what is often called the “full blown” sectarian literature. The Yahad defines itself and its holiness by the wholesomeness of its members’ obedience to God’s covenant. That is to say only those Israelites who choose to follow the Yahad’s interpretation of the divine covenant can be counted among God’s holy people. Here we see a division between obedient (holy) Israel and disobedient and profaned (former) Israel.
 Under the Yahad’s leadership some in Israel achieve holiness through their obedience and some lose it through disobedience.  

Other proto-sectarian texts (such as the Temple Scroll and the War Scroll) focus on holiness of place rather than person and therefore on purity of the personnel involved or present in those spaces rendered holy, such as the war camp or the temple city.
 In these contexts the locus of holiness remains with God and God’s property and not in the people per se (except for the priests). These texts are interested primarily in ensuring a physically pure place for God or the divine emissaries to reside. Therefore they focus on the best means to preserve the sacred territory from ritual impurity. But despite all the possible venues for ritual impurity, semen pollution, produced in sexual activity, remains a primary concern. Here too we see another example and amplification of the biblical (in this case both priestly and non-priestly) nexus of sexuality and holiness: active sexuality (that which produces semen) prevents an Israelite from entering holy space on short notice for he must first undergo purification rituals.
 Both texts provide mechanism by which the personnel of the temple city or the warriors in the war camp can best prevent semen pollution for the duration of their service. Yet with the destruction of the Jerusalem temple this particular paradigm (concern for physically sacred space) seems to fade from popularity.

Pauline Literature


In contrast, the Pauline literature, the earliest Christian literature to struggle with the issues of holiness and sexuality, places that struggle within a new world view. Even within Paul’s writings several new hermeneutics manifest themselves. The community of believers, those who share the holy spirit with Jesus, are the only truly holy people, for through their faith they truly obey God. Furthermore they come by their holiness through both ascription and achievement. On the one hand, God chose the Gentiles to replace historical Israel who lost their holiness through disobedience. On the other hand, the Gentiles earn their holiness because of their belief (that is to say they are more obedient to God). Nevertheless once made holy, the believers must protect that new-found status. Paul projects several means for accomplishing that goal. In 1 Thess 4 Paul constructs a barrier between “us” and “them.” “We,” those called by God to holiness differ from “them” (those who do not know God). We are sanctified, they are not. We take wives in holiness and avoid porneia, they indulge in porneia and thereby render themselves unclean—unfit for God. Paul builds a dichotomy between holiness/taking wives in holiness and porneia/impurity. However he understands porneia here (I would argue that it translates znut—but does not necessarily mean intermarriage) it stands in contrast to taking wives in holiness.
 Those who indulge in porneia cannot be holy because porneia defiles, hence to be holy (and to take a wife in holiness) means to avoid porneia. Similar to the Jubilean author I believe Paul advocates an avoidance of some sort of sexual behavior—which he labels porneia—as a means of protecting the holy believer and by extension the holy community. A member of the faith community is holy, yet if he “fools around” (be it with a forbidden marriage partner, or perhaps more than one marriage partner) he becomes like “them” and necessarily no longer one of “us.” A person who indulges in porneia disobeys the law and damages his holy status gained through faith.


Similarly, in 1 Cor 5-6 Paul proves himself concerned with defilement within the community. Here Paul concerns himself less with “us” and “them” and more with believers’ bad behaviors that create pollution within the community. Using the example of the man who lives with his father’s former wife, Paul attempts to show that this action, incest, not only defiles the incestuous man but the whole community. For each individual is a member of the corporate whole which is the holy body of Jesus. If they are holy by virtue of being members of this larger corporate entity than he who defiles himself through incest defiles the whole community. In both cases Paul creates a dichotomy between impure sexual behavior (which he calls porneia) and the holiness of the individual and community. Clearly holiness and porneia—deviant sexual behavior—do not mix. Paul pronounces that one achieves holiness through faith, yet sexual deviance, which by its nature pollutes, adversely affects that holiness. In this way he remains quite close to the Jubilean author: avoiding certain sexual practices or partners protects a holy believer from pollution and losing that holy status which was granted through faith.


In sum the Pauline texts follow closely the earlier paradigms in which a holy community must protect itself from pollution or adulteration. Paul links this pollution to porneia—some sort of sexual deviance modeled on the levitical sexual prohibitions. Yet Paul’s notion of individual holiness differs greatly from his predecessors, in that holiness is gained through faith rather than by birth and remains open to all, Gentile and Israelite alike. For Paul, ascribed holiness no longer carries meaning or value—holiness must be achieved. In so doing, however, Paul leaves an opening for confusing the notions of protection and obedience. For on the one hand, Christians obey God and become holy through their faith, while unbelief manifests itself as unholiness and impurity. On the other, where porneia/sexual deviance equals impurity, avoiding porneia can be understood both as a protection and as the act of obedience to God’s will itself—that which makes one holy.


We move now into the Syriac Christian realm in order to get closer to Aphrahat where we began. In the next text, the Acts of Judah Thomas, we will also see how Paul’s notion of holy-protection by avoiding sexual deviance merges more fully into holiness-achievement. 

Acts of Judah Thomas

The Acts of Judah Thomas is a difficult text to crack. While scholars agree that it was most likely written in Syriac in the 3rd century, our earliest manuscripts present the Greek translation that must have been made shortly thereafter.
 The existing Syriac manuscripts clearly evince latter emendations and catholicizing language. I will cite the Drijvers English translation of the Greek unless otherwise noted. These Acts narrate the missionary adventures of the apostle Judah Thomas in India. In the Acts of Judah Thomas, the Indian authorities accuse Thomas of teaching a “new doctrine” (in the Greek) and a “new doctrine of qaddishutha” in the Syriac (Acts Thom. GK/SY 100)—a doctrine that participants must follow if they wish to “live” (GK 100) or “gain eternal life.”  (GK 101). Salvation derives not only from faith in Jesus the Messiah (as in Paul) but in practicing the qaddishutha or hagi(osun(e of this Messiah. In this way the Acts Thom intensify the link between practicing qaddishutha or holiness (linked to sexual behavior as we shall soon see) and salvation. I suggest that these texts go beyond Paul in advocating that sexual practice in of itself is part and parcel of the larger salvation package—not just a fence around holiness gained through faith. 

Yet the narratives of the Acts present two different practical versions of this new doctrine.
 The first suggests that one gains salvation through restricted marriage partnering; the second, which is not the focus of my interests here, advocates full sexual renunciation as a prerequisite for entering the kingdom of God. The first, I argue derives from the trajectory of biblical interpretations we have been following so far in which obedience to God is constructed as some sort of sexual behavior, equals holiness and stands in opposition to impurity, broadly construed as deviant sexual behavior. In this case monogamy stands in opposition to adultery, polygamy or even serial monogamy (one spouse at a time). In the pericope of the youth who kills his lover (GK 51) the young man hears Judah Thomas preaching the new faith and doctrine, accepts it, converts, and then returns to his lover (who also happens to be a prostitute) in order to convert her as well and ask her to live a life with him in “hagneia kai politeia kathara” (translated by Drijvers as “chastity and pure conduct”) in the Greek or “dikhiya we-qaddisha”  (“purity and holiness”) in the Syriac. But what he asks of her is not to renounce sexual relations entirely—but only sexual relations with other men (she is a prostitute after all). He wants to establish a monogamous relationship with her. When she refuses he kills her—because he “...could not see her commit adultery with another” (GK 51). 


This narrative describes Judah’s doctrine as monogamous sexual relations and connects it to notions of purity and holiness. Judah Thomas’ preaching at this point in the narrative further reinforces this notion. According to the youth (JThomas) preaches: ‘Whoever shall unite in the impure union, and especially in adultery, he shall not have life with the God whom I preach’ (GK 51). Judah Thomas preaches against “impure union”; while the youth asks his lover to live a life in “chastity and pure conduct.” The latter clearly points to monogamous sexual relations for the youth, the former then must have something to do with adultery—the opposite of monogamy. Thomas’ subsequent preaching gives us a further clue.

Each of you, therefore, put off the old man and put on the new, and abandon your first way of life and conduct. . . . Let the adulterers no longer practice porneia, that they may not utterly deliver themselves to eternal punishment; for with God adultery is exceeding wicked, above the other evils. . . . For all these things [avarice, falsehood, drunkenness and slander] are strange and alien to the God who is preached by me. But walk rather in faith and meekness and holiness and hope in which God delights, that you may become his kinsman, expecting from him the gifts which only some few receive.”  (GK 58)

Following Paul’s language in Eph 4, Judah Thomas preaches a total life-style change—one becomes a new person—turns over a new leaf—conducts one’s actions, behavior, and particularly one’s relations with others in a completely different fashion. Judah Thomas calls for an end to robbery, adultery/porneia, avarice, falsehood, drunkenness and slander. Adultery, defined as “practicing porneia” comes out on top of this heap of bad behavior as the worst of all possible sins against another human because God ordains it the most odious. Adultery, labeled the “mother-city of all evils” (GK 84) resurfaces several times in the Acts. Holiness, however gained or acquired is lost through bad behavior, particularly adultery or more than one partner. This is after all the message of the levitical holiness code: holiness is gained through obedience and lost through disobedience (i.e. bad behavior). Paul, as we have seen, equates bad behavior to porneia; Thomas translates porneia into adultery or multiple partners.
 If one must take a wife in holiness then perhaps taking another—either sequentially or in addition, is considered porneia (Paul) or impure union/adultery (Acts Thom.)—as the youth in our narrative suggests. While Paul legislates in a negative mode—don’t marry or cohabit with the wrong partners; Judah Thomas flips the equation to its positive side—be holy—live in hagi(osun(e /qaddishutha—that is marry or cohabit with one (legitimate) partner so as to avoid eternal damnation. Obedience, qaddishutha, “holiness,” becomes here indistinguishable from proper sexual and marriage practice.


I contend then that the notion of qaddishutha as described in this pericope of the Acts of Judah Thomas descends from distilled readings of the levitical Holiness code in which holy behavior (obedience) is placed in irreconcilable opposition to impure behavior (disobedience) which is described as sexual sin above all other sins. In Jubilees znut refers to intermarriage among other possible sexual sins. For Paul porneia refers to the whole host of levitically improper sexual partners and then some. In these narratives of the Acts Thom. deviant sexual behavior points to adultery or multiple sexual partners. All three stand in opposition to holiness. Yet the Jubilean author constructs sexual behavior as a fence around ascribed holiness—it is not the means to holiness. Paul attempts to maintain a clear divide between the faith which brings one into the community and pure sexual behavior that keeps one there once admitted. The Acts Thom. seems to merge these two notions into one: proper sexual behavior (in this case monogamous marriages) not only protects the faithful, but somehow maintains or solidifies or even embodies the believers’ holy status as well. Proper sexual partnering, rather than or perhaps in addition to faith equals the obedience required by law, for sexual uprightness looms larger than faith in Thomas’s sermons. This becomes particularly apparent in the passages in which the Acts Thom. equates hagi(osun(e /qaddishutha with total sexual renunciation. In these passages, which I cannot discuss here, celibacy is rationalized through a completely different paradigm. Here sexuality is equated with mortality, physical corruptibility and this-worldliness. Sexuality is then linked irrevocably to the here and now of earthly existence. The Christian believer, however, is destined for the next world and celibacy in this world marks one as standing at the threshold of that immortality and salvation. Nonetheless the composite nature of the Acts allows the redactor to merge these two paradigms—the one which opposes holiness/obedience/monogamy against impurity/disobedience/adultery and the other which opposes celibacy/immortality/salvation against sexuality/mortality/non-salvation into a new paradigm in which celibacy = holiness and sexuality dooms one to an everlasting death. 

Aphrahat


Aphrahat, writing a century or so later, starts his discourse on celibacy from the position reached in the Acts of Judah Thomas that qaddishutha translates best as celibacy. Nonetheless, he exegetes this equation directly from Exodus (something the Acts do not do). In so doing he builds on the non-priestly biblical notion that sexuality/semen pollution creates physical impurity; and that the absence of either (or both) produces a state of purity—which he calls qaddishutha. Hence Aphrahat’s explicit exegetical support for celibacy differs greatly from that of the Acts’. Yet at the same time many of the other rationales for celibacy found in the Acts (the heavenly/earthly divide; the heavenly bridal chamber, incorruptibility) also resonate within Aphrahat. Aphrahat situates himself within the Syriac tradition and many of his rationales for sexual renunciation echo and build on the Acts’ as well as other early Syriac Christian writings.
 But I will focus here on his hermeneutic of holiness which is quite different than the Acts Thom even if the results are the same. And as we shall see it more closely parallels rabbinic hermeneutics of holiness and sexuality—problematizing the “Jewish” position Aphrahat presents as his opponent’s view.
In mid-fourth century Persian-Mesopotamia Aphrahat begins his discussion of celibacy by linking it to qaddishutha. Throughout his writings he uses qaddishutha as the technical term for sexual renunciation. Yet, when pushed to explain this position exegetically Aphrahat does not turn back to Leviticus. In fact the levitical roots of this equation appear unessential to him. Rather he exegetes his defense—and a defense it is against detractors of celibacy as a religious vocation—from Exodus. 

Exodus 19 is one of those places in the pentateuchal texts in which the root word QDSh connotes purify, rather than sanctify and is directly linked to sexual restraint. The Massoretic text of Exodus 19:10-11 and 14-15 reads as follows: v.10. “And the Lord said to Moses, Go to the people [v-qiddashtam], purify them today and tomorrow, and let them wash their clothes [11]. And be ready by the third day; for on the third day the Lord will come down in the sight of all the people upon Mount Sinai.”  It continues at verse 14. “And Moses went down from the mount to the people, [vayqaddesh ha`am] and purified the people; and they washed their clothes. [15]. And he said to the people, Be ready by the third day; do not come near a woman.”
 The Israelites prepare themselves in order to be able to withstand meeting God’s holiness (the source of all things holy) face to face. In order to survive such an encounter with the Holy the people must make themselves pure—that is rid themselves of those things that God’s holiness finds anathema. In this case the laundering of their clothing (to rid them of any residual semen pollution) and the refraining from sexual relations (so as not to produce any more semen pollution) is part and parcel of that purification process. Hence at this momentous occasion just before Revelation, the people do not sanctify themselves (God has already designated them as holy), but only prepare themselves to meet their maker. After the event they will remain what they are, their status vis a vis the holy has not changed by this preparation. Whereas in the latter part of Leviticus they presumably can change their status by moving themselves into the category of holy by their “good behavior” and obedience to the Law. We shall see here how these two biblical paradigms merge in Aphrahat. For Aphrahat focuses his attention on this preparatory and purificatory process—especially the call to sexual renunciation—as if it does have some quasi status-changing significance. He writes: 

And concerning virginity and [qaddishutha] I will persuade you that even in that nation [Israel]  they [virginity and qaddishutha] were more loved and preferred before God . . . [for] Israel was not able to receive the holy text and the living words that the Holy One spoke to Moses on the mountain until he had  [qaddshe] the people for three days.  And only then the Holy One spoke to them. For He said to Moses: “Go down to the people and [qaddesh] them for three days.” [Exod 19:10]. And this is how Moses explained it to them: “do not go near a woman.” [Exod 19:15]. And when they were [etqaddashu] these three days, then on the third day God [Qaddishe] revealed himself . . . .” (Dem. 18.4/824.25-27; 825.15-23)

Aphrahat makes a direct link between Moses’ action of qaddshe and the people’s need to refrain from sexual intercourse—the two become one and the same—qaddishutha through sexual renunciation. Furthermore the need for qaddishutha is explained through the event itself—God is about to descend the mountain to face the people. They need to “be ready” as the biblical text expressly states. Further on in this passage Aphrahat makes two mores claims. First he surmises that if the people must refrain from sexual relations for three days just to have a one hour audience with God, then surely, Moses, who is constantly in God’s presence must refrain permanently. And should we not all aspire to be like Moses—who stands forever in God’s presence? Thus Aphrahat concludes:

And if with Israel, that had [qaddash] itself for only three days, God spoke, how much better and desirable are those who all their days are purified alert, prepared and standing before God. Should not God all the more love them and his spirit dwell among them? (Dem. 18.5/829.8-14) 

God obviously prefers the pure—for he only condescends to dwell among the pure. While the Israelites may not have changed status by their purification in the biblical context, Aphrahat’s reading implies that something special happens to those (Christians) who continuously maintain their qaddishutha: God dwells permanently among them. If God chooses to dwell among them then God must approve what they do. Furthermore, God’s indwelling can only mean one thing for the celibates—that they are holy-to-God. And here finally is Aphrahat’s answer to his “Jewish” opponent: The Jews say we (the Christians) are tame’in (impure—because we are celibate) but look—God calls our celibacy holy! Although Aphrahat bases his exegesis on Exod 19 in which the biblical QDSh connotes purity, I am pretty sure that he means holiness here. For in calling the Christian celibates holy he claims that they better obey God’s word—and cannot be impure as the Jews claim. The issue at hand is not physical impurity (semen pollution)—but divine approval for one’s (sexual) behavior—making the grade in God’s obedience school. Exodus provides the exegesis, but Leviticus provides the hermeneutic. Only Christian celibates can claim to be truly obedient and hence have achieved true holiness. True holiness belongs only to the truly obedient, i.e. the celibate Christians. Yet what would Aphrahat have said had he known that his exegesis of Exod 19 resonated equally within certain Jewish quarters?

Rabbis


It is impossible to know for sure what kind of fourth-century Persian-Mesopotamian Jew might have made this sort of accusation against Aphrahat; or whether Aphrahat only constructs this Jew as a straw opponent to make his argument stronger.
 Nevertheless it is interesting and perhaps instructive to find the very same exegetical reading of Exod 19, that God calls Moses and the Israelites to celibacy at Sinai and God labels this albeit temporary abstinence qadosh, or at least approves of the action, several different times within the rabbinic texts. While reading the biblical text similarly to Aphrahat, the rabbis nonetheless come to different conclusions concerning celibacy as a spiritual practice. God permits only Moses to practice permanent celibacy.
 Nevertheless the question of obedience and approval resonates throughout these texts. One midrash, however, does not hesitate to connect the qedusha of Exod 19 with sexual restraint: the Avot of Rabbi Nathan 2:3, for instance recounts:

This is one of the things that Moses did on his own and his opinion matched the opinion of God . . . . He separated from his wife, and his opinion agreed with the opinion of God. How so? [Moses] said, “Concerning Israel, that did not nitqaddshu except for the hour (le-fi-sha`a) and were not nizdamnu (prepared) except to receive upon themselves the 10 commandments from Mount Sinai [and yet] the Holy Blessed One said to me: “go to the people v-qiddashtam today and tomorrow” (Exod 19:10); and I, who am mezuman (prepared/called) to this every day at every hour and I do not know when He will speak to me either in the day or in the night. How much more so should I separate from my wife!” And his opinion agreed with the opinion of God.

Like Aphrahat, the rabbis read the commandment to “be QDSh” in vv. 10 and 14 in conjunction with the commandment to “be ready” in 11 and 15. They conclude, like Aphrahat, that when God said “be QDSh” he meant, as Moses claims, “Prepare yourselves through sexual restraint.” Furthermore, they contend, more stridently than Aphrahat, that Moses himself deduces from this that he must refrain from sexual relations permanently, since he would not necessarily have three days for proper preparation every time God called on him. The deductive analogies made by the exegetes are the same: Moses models his behavior on Israel—only more so. Most significantly for this discussion, the Avot of Rabbi Nathan links this preparatory process (i.e. sexual restraint) to qedusha and echoes Aphrahat’s exegesis. While Aphrahat builds his theological case from this apparent connection, the Avot of Rabbi Nathan here makes no such broad conclusions concerning qedusha and celibacy. Nevertheless other midrashim do. The Mekilta (Yitro Bahodesh 3), exegeting on verse 15 states:

And [Moses] spoke to the people—“be ready”, etc. (Exod 19:15). But we did not hear that God said “separate/abstain from the woman.” Rather “be ready” (v. 15) and “and be ready” (v. 11). [They] are an analogy. “Be ready” (v. 15) here signifies “separate/abstain from the woman” therefore “and be ready” (v. 11) there [also] signifies “separate/abstain from the woman.” Rabbi says from its own context it can be proven. [God said] “go to the people and [qiddashtam] today and tomorrow” (v. 10). If [the command] concerned bathing only they should have bathed on the 5th [day] and they would have been [physically] pure [tahor] by the evening sun. But why does the text say “Go to the people and [qiddashtam] today and tomorrow?” [v. 10]. To indicate that God said to Moses, “separate/abstain from the woman.” 

In this passage the Mekilta makes a similar association between the verses of Exod 19 as does Aphrahat. The “be ready” of God’s commandment in v. 11 is translated in v. 15 to “separate/abstain from the woman.” The Mekilta imagines that God actually explains to Moses on the mountain that “to be ready” means “to abstain from the woman.” The connection is made by an analogy between the two verses—a methodological move similar to Aphrahat’s. If God intended “be ready” to mean “refrain from sexual intercourse” as stated by Moses in v. 15, then obviously God meant the same in verse 11. The issue of qedusha only appears by implication in the second part of this tannaitic midrash. Rabbi [Judah the Prince] notes that one can come to the same conclusion from verse 10 which reads “v-qiddashtam today and tomorrow.” If God required only physical purity of the Israelites for the revelatory event, then bathing [after sexual intercourse] should have sufficed, but since the text commands bathing and qedusha the text links “don’t go near a woman” directly to qedusha. Hence for Rabbi Judah qedusha does indeed equal sexual abstinence (albeit only for that occasion and only for three days). For, the text states v-qiddashtam today AND tomorrow. Purity (tahara) is a one day affair—you bathe, wash your clothes, wait until the evening and you purify yourself of most defilements. This certainly applies to semen pollution. Qedusha, by constant, takes two days of preparation—three according to Moses—and includes sexual abstinence. It connotes something different than tahara here—though it is not clear from the text how Rabbi Judah would translate it. At the very least qedusha refers to a super or extreme form of tahara. The best translation would probably be “prepare them.” That is after all the focus of this particular midrash—how should the Israelites prepare for Revelation? How should they fulfill the divine directive in vv. 11 and 15 “be prepared”? The answer apparently is: through sexual abstinence. Nevertheless the Mekilta text, while more directly linking qedusha and celibacy than the Avot of Rabbi Nathan does, it never addresses the issue of qedusha as obedience to the law as Aphrahat suggests. It may not even have been an issue for these rabbis if they understood QDSh in these texts to signify purity rather than holiness.


While we could study many more rabbinic texts, I wish first to show here that Aphrahat’s exegesis fits well within his fourth-century Semitic milieu even if it proves innovative among Syriac-speaking Christian writers. While the rabbis draw significantly different conclusion from their reading of Exodus 19 they would partially sympathize with Aphrahat’s base reading—particularly in relationship to Moses—and tangentially to his connection between temporary celibacy and qedusha. 


Nevertheless, while the rabbis here hesitate to make strong connections between holiness and total sexual renunciation, elsewhere they have no problem following through on the levitical paradigms that advocate holy protection for all Israel through restricted marriage partners. There the rabbis go so far as to construct new restrictions within the Israelite ranks building on the biblical restrictions among priests. So for instance if Leviticus forbids an Israelite man from marrying his father’s wife or sister, the rabbis forbid him from marrying his father’s mother and grandmother as well. If the biblical texts forbid a high priest from marrying outside his family or clan, the rabbis forbid lay Israelites from marrying children produced from forbidden consanguineous relations and relations with other quasi-Israelites. This tannaitic hermeneutic of holiness while allowing both Israel and the priesthood to be holy at their own level, is not all-inclusive. Only a priest or Israelite who follows the rabbinic restrictions (which go beyond the biblical restrictions) remains holy. This then is how the tannaitic rabbis attempt to establish their authority—by drawing boundaries not only between Israelite and priest but between rabbinic Jew and non-rabbinic Jew as well.
 Although the bible claims all Israelites are or can be holy by birth and/or obedience, the rabbis place more emphasis on the obedience element—that is obedience to their interpretations. Holiness, obedience and sexual practice—here marriage partners—come together in this early layer of rabbinic halakha.


 Additionally, these rabbis do not draw as straight a line between community holiness and endogamy as the earlier writers do, rather they struggle with how to allow conversion for marriage without adulterating the presumed ascribed holy-seed of Israel. Further along in m. Yebam. 11:2 we find the following statement: “The female convert who converted with her sons—they are not obligated to the laws of halitsa or yibum—even if the conception of the first was not in holiness, but his birth was in holiness and the second was both conceived and born in holiness.” While the issue in question concerns inheritance, the statement presumes that someone born of a convert is born in holiness. Unlike Ezra the authors of this dictum allow a convert’s child the same holy status as a native born Israelite. Holiness nevertheless remains the demarcation of belonging to the holy community, Israel—a community elected to that position by God, even as the rabbinic borders prove more porous.

Nonetheless, in a later period and context—one more contemporaneous with Aphrahat—other rabbis look for ways to upgrade their own holiness as well as support their authority. And here, in practice, they come much closer to Aphrahat. For these rabbis advocate, for the spiritually able, a level of holiness attainable only through ascetic practice—be it fasting or sexual restraint.
 For instance, the following statement made in the name of Rabbi Eliezer can be found several times in the Babylonian Talmud. Here I cite b. Shevuot 18b: “R. Benjamin b. Japhet said that R Eleazar said: He who sanctifies himself during cohabitation will have male children, even as it is said: ‘Sanctify yourselves therefore, and be holy,’ (Lev 11:44) and next to it: ‘If a woman conceive [and bear a male child.]’ (Lev 12:2).” The textual context makes it clear that the rabbinic interpretation here of the levitical call to “be holy” translates into “being holy” in sexual relations. Further on in this text sexual restraint within sexual congress arises as the rabbinic understanding of that sanctity within sexual relations. Nevertheless they do not require sexual restraint of all Israelites, but only those who want male children. God rewards the spiritually capable. In this way not only obedience to the law equates with holiness—but going beyond the letter of the law becomes a means to prove oneself more obedient than one’s neighbors and hence more holy. Similarly, Aphrahat concedes that not all Christians can attain this level of qaddishutha gained through celibacy, for God also blesses marriage. Yet, despite what the Jews say, God elevates celibacy above marriage when he sanctified it. In so doing Aphrahat also creates a hierarchy of holiness. All Christian believers are holy by faith, that is obedience, but some, the celibate, achieve a higher level of holiness (that is, they are more obedient). Holiness then for these fourth-century exegetes is hierarchical. Every member of their community is holy—by virtue of being a member in the community (ascribed or achieved), yet certain members of that community can attain a higher level of holiness through certain prescribed sexually restraining actions. Like Moses some holy-people are super obedient and hence holier than others.


In conclusion then, we find ourselves with a very different hermeneutic of holiness emerging in the fourth century. Holiness, whether ascribed or achieved, which was put forward to differentiate religious or ethnic communities becomes for these fourth century exegetes equally a means to differentiate a spiritual elite within a community. Moreover, biblically ascribed and immovable hierarchies become more porous and achievement based.  In answer to his interlocutor, cited at the beginning of this paper, Aphrahat might have replied, “I beg to differ, but we are qaddishin, we who understand God’s call to sexual restraint as the highest level of fulfillment of divine law.” Ironically, some contemporaneous Babylonian rabbis might have agreed with him conceptually if not in practice. 

( This article is a summary of the argument in my forthcoming book of similar title: Hermeneutics of Holiness: Ancient Jewish and Christian Notions of Sexuality and Religious Community. [Presently under review].





� See footnotes 23 and 24.


�Dem 18.12/841.3-9. All citations to Aphrahat’s Demonstrations are according to Parisot’s text. [Demonstration.chapter/column.line]. All translations are my own unless otherwise noted. [John Parisot, “Aphraatis Sapientis Persae Demonstrationes,” Patriologia Syriaca 1:1-2.] 


� Yet it should be noted that Aphrahat never claims the Jews are defiled through their procreative activities, for he too recommends procreation as a divine commandment. He argues, rather that celibacy is a higher commandment—making those who comply “more” holy than those who do not.


� In the following analysis of levitical purity I am heavily indebted to the works of J. Klawans, Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), I. Knohl,  The Sanctuary of Silence: The Priestly Torah and the Holiness School (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), J. Milgrom, Leviticus (3 vols.; AB 3, 3A. 3B; New York: Doubleday, 1991-2002), and B. J. Schwartz, “Israel’s Holiness: The Torah Traditions,” in Purity and Holiness: The Heritage of Leviticus (ed. M. Poorthuis and J. Schwartz; Leiden: Brill, 2000), 47-59. See also the Hebrew text upon which the English article is based, The Holiness Legislation: Studies in the Priestly Code (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1999).


� See for instance Exodus 19:6 and Deuteronomy 7:6 and 10:15. Holiness is genetic. See B.J. Schwartz, “Israel’s Holiness,” 50-52.


� See B.J. Schwartz on the differences between these two roots or connotations of QDSh, “Israel’s Holiness,” 47.


�See discussion below. Other examples are Num 11:18, Josh 3:5, 7:13, and 1 Sam 16:5.


� See J. Milgrom, Leviticus 1:359-60, and C. Hayes, Gentile Impurities and Jewish Identities (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 28-34 to whom I am indebted for parts of this argument. 


� See for instance Jub. 30 in which Dinah, daughter of Jacob becomes representative of all daughters of Israel, and as the Jubilean author sees all Israel as priestly, Dinah in her one sexual act defiles as well as profanes herself and her father. See also C. Hayes, Gentile Impurities, 74.


� The term “religious harlotry” I borrow from C. Hayes.


� See for instance 4QMMT and the discussions in C. Hayes, Gentile Impurities, 82-89 and Qimron and Strugnell, DJD 10 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1994), 54-57.


� See for instance the Rule of the Community, 1QS 5:20-23.


� See for instance the War Scroll, QM 1:16; 7:6; 10:11; 12:1, 4, 7-8.


� Women are excluded from both the camp and the city because they are both unessential personnel and because their exclusion moves sexual activities outside the boundaries of sacred space.


� Concerning porneia as a direct translation of znut into Greek idiom see D. Frankfurter, “Jews or Not? Reconstruction the ‘Other’ in Rev 2:9 and 3:9,” HTR 94: (2001): 415-416. 


� Here I argue contra K. Gaca [The Making of Fornication: Eros, Ethics and Political Reform in Greek Philosophy and Early Christianity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 154] who claims that porneia best translates as “other-theistic copulation.”


� See H. J. W. Drijvers, “The Acts of Thomas,” in New Testament Apocrypha, volume 2: Writings Related to the Apostles; Apocalypses and Related Subjects, revised ed. (ed. W. Schneemelcher; trans. R. McL. Wilson; Louisville: Westminister John Knox, 1992), 323 and A.F. J. Klijn’s introduction to his English translation of the Syriac, The Acts of Thomas: Introduction, Text, Commentary (Leiden: Brill, 1962). 16.


� On the composite nature of this text see H. W. Attridge, “Intertextuality in the Acts of Thomas, “ Semeia 80 (1997 [1999]) and Y. Tissot, “Les Acts apocryphes de thomas, example de receuil composite,” (ed. F. Bovon, et al., Les Actes apocryphes des apotres: Christianisme de monde païen; Publication de la Faculté de Théologie de l’Université de Geneve 4; Geneva: Labor & Fides, 1981).


� The Acts here may be leaning on the NT narratives which dissuade divorce and second marriage as well as on 1 Thess 4 in which Paul contrasts porneia and taking a wife in holiness.


� For the most reliable translation of and commentary on Aphrahat’s Demonstrations see M-J. Pierre, Aphraates: Les Exposées (2 vols.; Paris: Cerf, 1988 and 1989). For a deeper discussion of these text see my article, “Sexuality and Holiness: Semitic Christian and Jewish Conceptualizations of Sexual Behavior,” VC 54 (2000) 375-395.


� See R. Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom: A Study in Early Syriac Tradition (London: Cambridge University Press, 1975), concerning the early Syriac literary context.


� All translations of Hebrew biblical and rabbinic texts in this essay are my own.


� For more details about the historicity of Aphrahat’s polemic, see my article, “A Jewish-Christian Conversation in Fourth-Century Persian-Mesopotamia,” JJS 47:1 (Spring 1996): 45-63.


� It must be noted that some of these midrashic readings do question the link between qedusha and celibacy even for Moses. For a fuller discussion of these texts see my articles, “Zippora’s Complaint: Moses is Not Conscientious in the Deed! Exegetical Traditions of Moses’ Celibacy,” in The Ways That Never Parted (ed. A.Y. Reed and A. H. Becker; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003), 283-306, and “Yokes of the Holy-Ones: The Embodiment of a Christian Vocation,” in HTR 94:2 (2001): 205-18. 


� See m. Yebam. 1:4 and discussion in b.Yebam. 21a and y. Yebam. 2:4 where the secondary degrees are enumerated.


� See D. Boyarin’s Borderlines: The Partition of Judeao-Christianity (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004) where he discusses heresiologies among Jews.


� See work on fasting by Eliezer Diamond, Holy Men and Hunger Artists: Fasting and Asceticism in Rabbinic Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004).





