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The Wilderness Camp Paradigm in the Holiness Source and the Temple Scroll:  

From Purity Laws to Cult Politics 

Yitzhaq Feder 

Introduction 

 The biblical notion of pollution )טומאה(  incorporates a diverse array of 

phenomena – involving disgust, disease and transgression – sharing the common property 

that they each involve the spread of a contagious essence.
1
 Despite the diversity of these 

sources of pollution, the codification of the purity laws in the priestly sources of the 

Pentateuch treats them as a fairly unified and homogeneous system, conceptualizing the 

various types of pollution as sources of ritual uncleanness whose practical relevance is 

the need to maintain purity in relation to the sacral domain. This basic approach finds 

expression in the priestly writings’ general tendency to confine purity to the cult.  

The implications of this priestly system have been widely recognized by scholars. 

As Noam notes, “[I]n the absence of sanctity, impurity has virtually no meaning or 

existence.”
2
 At the same time, some scholars have found evidence for a simultaneous 

“maximalist” tendency which does not limit purity to the sacred domain and even 

imposes its demands on the laity as a continuous requirement.
3
 This claim has been partly 

                                                 
1
 These disparate types can be distinguished by their characteristics. See Y. Feder, “"Between Contagion 

and Cognition: Bodily Experience and the Conceptualization of Pollution (ṭum'ah) in the Hebrew Bible," 

(forthcoming).  
2
 See V. Noam, “The Dual Strategy of Rabbinic Purity Legislation,” JSJ 29 (2008), 473, who aptly refers to 

the comments of Y. Kaufmann regarding the Bible’s neutralization of the concept of purity: TheReligion of 

Israel (trans. M. Greenberg; Chicago: University of Chicago, 1960): 103–15.  
3
 See G. Alon, “The Bounds of the Laws of Levitical Cleanness,” in Jews, Judaism and the Classical 

World: Studies in Jewish History in the Times of the Second Temple and Talmud (trans. I. Abrahams; 

Jerusalem: Magnes, 1977), 190–1. 
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based on the formulation of particular laws (e.g. Lev 11:8) but mostly upon statements 

demanding the purity of the Israelite encampment (e.g. Lev 15:31; Num 5:1–4) which are 

interpreted as setting for the requirement for all cities. According to this view, purity is 

depicted as an ideal – and perhaps even imperative – in its own right.
4
  

The existence of this “maximalist” tendency has been widely debated, and I have 

no intention of exhaustively treating this topic here. Without denying the existence of a 

few biblical passages that might suggest such a broad scope to purity,
5
 it appears that this 

tendency has been exaggerated as a result of a common misunderstanding of the role of 

the wilderness paradigm in the Pentateuchal purity laws. The goal of this paper is to 

reexamine these passages. As was recognized by the Bible’s early exegetes, namely 

Qumran sectarians and rabbinic tannaim, the scope of the biblical purity legislation is 

largely dependent on how one interprets these key pericopes. For this reason, an analysis 

of these biblical sources and their early interpretations can provide a crucial glimpse into 

the socio-historical context of each document. By focusing on the significance of the 

wilderness camp paradigm, we may even gain insight into the scope of the purity rules in 

the pre-redactional state of the priestly instructions. 

 

The Wilderness Paradigm in the Holiness Source: Analysis of the Key Passages 

As part of their incorporation into the narrative framework of the Pentateuch, the 

priestly instructions dealing with purity (e.g. Lev 11–15; Num 19) were adapted to the 

                                                 
4 Regarding the “maximalist” tendency in the late Second Temple Period, see E. Regev, “Pure 

Individualism: The Idea of Non-Priestly Purity in Ancient Judaism,” JSJ 31 (2000): 176–202; Noam, “Dual 

Strategy,” 471–512. 
5
 In its archaic (pre-scriptural) form, several of the types of pollution warranted avoidance even outside the 

cultic sphere, though the reconceptualization of this notion in the biblical sources has been fairly 

comprehensive. See Feder, “Between Contagion and Cognition.” 
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literary context of the Israelites’ wilderness sojourn. One of the most significant aspects 

of this editorial process was the addition of several programmatic statements relating the 

purity instructions to the wilderness camp setting, such as Lev 15:31, Num 5:3b and 

19:13, 20. As will be seen, all of these sources derive from the Holiness Source (H), 

which was historically later and responsible for the editing of the earlier Priestly (P) 

materials.
6
 Among H’s editorial activities, we can identify the insertion of the purity 

legislation of Lev 11–15 in its current position. As has long been recognized, this corpus 

of purity laws interrupts the narrative continuity between Lev 10 and Lev 16, which were 

originally connected by the reference to the death of Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu.
7
 

The editor who inserted these chapters can be identified as H by means of the admonition 

which was appended to this corpus: 

You shall set apart the Israelites from their impurities lest they die in their impurities by 

defiling my Tabernacle that is among them (15:31). 

 

The first person reference to “my tabernacle,” emphasizing the sanctuary’s belonging to 

YHWH, is a tell-tale indicator of H’s authorship.
8
 This parenaesis serves to establish a 

secondary connection between the purity legislation and the ritual for the purification of 

the tabernacle described in Lev 16.  

                                                 
6
 For the relationship between P and H, see I. Knohl, The Sanctuary of Silence: The Priestly Torah and the 

Holiness School (Winona Lake, 2007).  For a history of research, see ibid., 1–6.  The earlier proponents of 

this latter order include Elliger, who associated H with the redaction of Leviticus (Leviticus [HAT; 

Tübingen: Mohr, 1966], 14–20). I should add, however, that the adaptation of the ritual instructions to the 

narrative framework of the Pentateuch is already found in P.  
7
 See M. Noth, Leviticus. A Commentary (OTL; trans. J.E. Anderson; London: SCM Press, 1965), 117–8; 

Elliger, Leviticus, 12; J. Milgrom, Leviticus (AB; 3 vols.; New York: Doubleday, 1991–2001), 1:1011, 

1061. For a detailed discussion of the literary critical relationship between Lev 10 and 16, see Y. Feder, 

Blood Expiation in Hittite and Biblical Ritual: Origins, Context and Meaning (Atlanta: SBL, 2011): 81–6. 
8
 See Milgrom, Leviticus, 1:946–7; Knohl, Sanctuary of Silence, 69–70. Note also the similar formulation 

using the root ר"נז  in Lev 22:4. 
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Before focusing on the implications of this verse, let us compare the similar 

warnings found in Num 19 which address a person who neglects to purify himself from 

corpse impurity (Num 19:13; see also v. 20): 

Anyone who touches a corpse, the body of a person who has died, and does not undergo 

sprinkling, defiles YHWH’s sanctuary; that individual will be cut off from Israel.  Since 

the waters of sprinkling were not dashed upon him, he remains impure; his impurity is 

still upon him. 

In these verses, the aspect of negligence is articulated explicitly as leading to the 

defilement of God’s sanctuary. As pointed out by Knohl, these statements stem from the 

H redaction of this chapter, as can be identified particularly by the hitpael form of א"חט  

which is found elsewhere in H as well as the construct form משכן ה' .
9
  

The import of this warning has stirred considerable debate among interpreters. 

The traditional rabbinic understanding, which also finds modern adherents, views the 

statements as alluding to the event that the defiled person will make direct contact with 

sancta.
10

 An alternate view interprets the negligence to undergo the required purificatory 

process as resulting in an automatic defilement of the sanctuary–   even without direct 

contact.
11

  

Although this latter view seems closer to the simple reading of these texts, it can 

be refined through an examination of Num 5:1–4. This passage decrees that the most 

severe impurity bearers must be expelled from the camp: 

                                                 
9
 Num 8:21; 31:19, 20, 23. See Sanctuary of Silence, 93 and n. 115 for additional arguments; Feder, Blood 

Expiation, 105. Cf. also Milgrom, Leviticus, 1344, who agrees with Knohl at least regarding v. 13.  
10

 Y. Breuer, "איסור טומאה בתורה" , Megaddim 2 (1987): 45–53. 
11

 For a thorough discussion of this issue, see R. Gane, Cult and Character: Purification Offerings, Day of 

Atonement, and Theodicy (Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2005), 144– 62.  
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1
YHWH spoke to Moses, saying: 

2
“Command the Israelites to remove from the camp 

anyone with “leprosy” or a discharge and anyone defiled by a corpse. 
3
Remove male and 

female alike; put them outside the camp so that they will not defile the camp where I 

reside in their midst ( ולא יטמאו את מחניהם אשר אני שכן בתוכם( .  

This passage, also attributable to H,
12

 provides the clearest explication of this source’s 

attitude towards the defilement of the camp. Moses is commanded to expel from the 

camp “lepers,” gonorrheics and those defiled by a corpse, lest they defile the camp in 

which YHWH dwells. The requirement of purity is framed here as a spatial boundary 

requiring that severe impurity bearers be distanced from the divine presence in their 

midst.
13

  

 This last point has frequently been missed, leading to radically different 

understandings of the parameters of this law. In fact, this source has been construed as 

imposing on the Israelites an unconditional requirement to maintain purity, unrelated to 

the cult. The basis for this view would be the understanding of the final clause of v. 3 as 

referring to multiple camps, which could then be taken as a paradigm for Israelite 

dwellings everywhere.
14

 For example, after convincingly attributing these verses to H, 

Knohl draws a problematic distinction between P and H. Specifically, he contrasts the 

view of P, which confines the concern for purity to the sanctuary with that of H, writing: 

“HS, on the other hand, believes that the holiness of God expands beyond the Sanctuary 

                                                 
12

 Knohl, Sanctuary of Silence, 86. So also Milgrom, Leviticus, 2:1337, 1344, resolving the ambivalence of 

his earlier volume, e.g. 1:262 (“old P”), 995 (P2/H).  
13

 So correctly A. Büchler, Studies in Sin and Atonement in the Rabbinic Literature of the First Century 

(New York, 1967), 264–5; H. Maccoby, Ritual and Morality: The Ritual Purity System and its Place in 

Ancient Judaism (Cambridge, 1999), 186. 
14

 See Alon, “Bounds of the Laws,” 190–1; V. Noam, From Qumran to the Rabbinic Revolution: 

Conceptions of Impurity (Jerusalem: Yad Ben Zvi, 2010), 170. 



 6 

to encompass the settlements of the entire congregation of Israel, in whose midst God 

dwells.”
15

 

This interpretation raises several exegetical difficulties. First, though the form 

,can be interpreted as either singular (“their camp”) or plural (“their camps”) מחניהם
16

 it 

should be interpreted in light of the three other appearances of מחנה in the immediate 

context, which are uncontrovertibly singular. Of course, this rendering could be 

countered by the argument that the following clause אשר אני שכן בתוכם asserts that God 

dwells “in them”, that is, in the Israelite camps (plural). However, in light of similar 

expressions which also derive from H (Ex 25:8; 29:45; Num 35:34),
17

 we should assume 

that the grammatical antecedent of  is the Israelites, yielding the following  בתוכם

translation (following Levine): “where I reside among them,” i.e. among the Israelites. In 

fact, the syntax is especially similar to that of Ex 25:8: “Make me a sanctuary and I shall 

dwell among them” (ועשו לי מקדש ושכנתי בתוכם).18
 Thus, our verse is consistent with the 

other admonitions in H which warn against defiling the sanctuary )משכן(  in the Israelites’ 

midst quoted above (Lev 15:31; Num 19:13, 20). This view also seems to be implicit in 

the description of sanctuary rite in Lev 16:16: “Thus he will purge the adytum from the 

impurities of the Israelites…and thus he will do to the Tent of Meeting that dwells 

                                                 
15

 Sanctuary of Silence, 185. For further discussion of this view, see below, p. 2. 
16

 Note the form מחניך alongside מחנך in Deut. 23, 15, both meaning “your camp” (singular). Among the 

moderns, the fact that מחניהם in our verse is singular has been noted by several recent commentators. See J. 

Licht, A Commentary on the Book of Numbers (vol. 1, Jerusalem: Magnes, 1985 59–60); B.A. Levine, 

Numbers (AB; vol. 1; New York: Doubleday, 1993), 182, 186; so too the JPS translation. 
17

 See Knohl, Sanctuary of Silence, 104–6. 
18

 Levine, ibid, 186. 
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among them in their impurities.” Together these passages clearly express H’s pervasive 

concern that the presence of defiled persons in the camp will defile the sanctuary. 

These admonitions are consistent with H’s forceful promotion of cult 

centralization, as outlined in Lev 17.
19

 In contrast to the provisions for non-sacral 

slaughter in Deut 12, Lev 17 denies any possibility for the slaughter of sacrificial animals 

outside the tabernacle. It is not surprising, therefore, to find that H employs purity 

legislation to reinforce the unique holiness of the central sanctuary. 

Later on in this article, I will seek to better understand the socio-religious 

ramifications of these H passages. However, to better concretize the ‘political’ dimension 

of purity, it will be useful to first examine two distinct late Second Temple Period 

traditions that sought to derive from these texts a practical blueprint for religious life, 

namely those represented by the Temple Scroll (TS) from Qumran and tannaitic midrash.    

 

The Wilderness Camp Paradigm in the Temple Scroll and Tannaitic Halakha  

The disagreement over the import of Num 5:1–4 can be traced back to the late 

Second Temple Period. Indeed, the passage’s earliest interpreters grappled with the 

question of whether the wilderness model applies to all Israelite dwellings or exclusively 

to the site of the temple. At first glance, TS seems to reflect a surprising ambivalence 

regarding the implications of Num 5:1–4 and related passages, since it applies the rules of 

the wilderness camp to the temple city as well as other cities. However, closer scrutiny 

reveals that the author was quite systematic in his use of the biblical sources through 

which he developed a clear hierarchy of purity. Regarding the temple city, the author 

                                                 
19

 See B.J. Schwartz, “‘Profane’ Slaughter and the Integrity of the Priestly Code,” HUCA 67 (1996): 40–2; 

C. Nihan, From Priestly Torah to Pentateuch (FAT2/25; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007), 406–12; cf. 

Milgrom, Leviticus, 2:1503–14. 
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outlines strict requirements to expel “lepers,” gonorrheics and people defiled by corpses 

or semen from the city (45:7–18; 46:16–18).
20

 The unique stringency of this city is 

underlined by the expulsion of men defiled by semen for a three day duration (45:7–12), 

based on an analogy with the Sinai theophany (Ex 19:10–15).
21

  

More significant for the present discussion, TS outlines the following requirement 

for expelling impurity-bearers from other cities (48:14–17): 

ובכל עיר ועיר תעשו מקומות למנוגעים בצרעת ובנגע ובנתק אשר לוא יבואו לעריכמה 

 וגם לזבים ולנשים בהיותמה בנדת טמאתמה ובלדתמה אשר לוא יטמאו בתוכם ,וטמאום

 22בנדת טומאתם

And for every city you shall establish places for those stricken with ‘leprosy,’ skin 

affliction or scall so that they will not enter your cities and defile them, and also for 

gonorrheics and women in their menstrual impurity and parturition, so that they will not 

cause defilement within them with their impure flow. 

 

According to Milgrom’s interpretation of this passage, the scroll requires special quarters 

outside the city for “leprosy” and related ailments “so that they will not enter your cities 

and defile them,” whereas the second clause, pertaining to the gonorrheic, menstruant and 

parturient, designates special quarters within the city to isolate them “so that they will not 

cause defilement within them.”
23

 Though this inference is worth consideration, it is far 

                                                 
20

 See L.H. Schiffman, “Exclusion from the Sanctuary and the City of the Sanctuary in the Temple Scroll,” 

HAR 9 (1985): 301–20. 
21

 Y. Yadin, The Temple Scroll (3 vols.; Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 1977–1983),1:287–9. 
22

 E. Qimron, The Temple Scroll: A Critical Edition with Extensive Reconstructions (Beersheva & 

Jerusalem: Ben-Gurion University & Israel Exploration Society, 1996), 70. 
23

 J. Milgrom, “Studies in the Temple Scroll,” JBL 97 (1978), 516; S. Castelli, “Josephan Halakha and the 

Temple Scroll: Questions of Sources and Exegetic Traditions in the Laws of Purity,” Henoch 24 (2002), 



 9 

from certain.  The grammatical structure of this verse – with these two subordinate result 

clauses (“so that…”) modifying the objects of the command “you shall establish places” 

– precludes drawing a sharp distinction between the location of these “places.” Indeed, 

the author is quite capable of making explicit distinctions, as he does in relation to the 

separate installments for different impurity types outside the temple city (46:16–18).
24

 It 

is possible that the author merely sought to distinguish stylistically between the skin 

diseases of Lev 13–14 and the genital emissions of Lev 15. Alternatively, one might 

consider the moderate suggestion of David Nakman, that the TS designates installments 

on the outskirts of the city for men and woman with genital flows, whereas “lepers” were 

banished entirely from the city in accordance with the biblical emphasis on their 

isolation.
25

 In any case, it appears that all of the types mentioned were separated from the 

city. 

This passage departs from Num 5:2 in several significant points.
26

 On one hand, 

commentators have noted the inclusion of the menstruant and parturient, who are not 

mentioned in the biblical source together with the gonorrheic.
27

 On the other hand, there 

is no mention here of the person defiled with corpse-impurity.  

From an exegetical stand-point, scholars (following Milgrom) have explained this 

leniency regarding corpse impurity as reflecting the tension between Num 19 and Num 5. 

                                                                                                                                                 
336–337; H. Birenboim, “Expelling the Unclean from the Cities of Israel and the Uncleanness of Lepers 

and Men with a Discharge according to 4Q274 1 i,” DSD 19 (2012): 34–6. 
24

 See Yadin, Temple Scroll, 1:306–7; Noam, From Qumran to the Rabbinic Revolution, 168, n. 463. 
25

 The Halakhah in the Writings of Josephus (dis. Bar-Ilan University, 2004), 204 (Heb.). 
26

 Several intriguing similarities found in the writings of Josephus have fueled attempts to reconstruct the 

common practice during this time period. See Castelli, “Josephan Halakha and the Temple Scroll,” 335–8; 

Nakman, Halakhah, 203–8; Noam, From Qumran to the Rabbinic Revolution, 191–8; Birenboim, 

“Expelling the Unclean,” 28–54. However, the attempts to resolve textual ambiguities in Josephus on the 

basis of TS and vice versa must be treated with caution. 
27

 Interestingly, m. Kelim 1:8 attributes an equal status to these types in banning them from the Temple 

Mount. 
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The former chapter, which seems to imply that he remains in the camp, was construed as 

pertinent to other cities, whereas the latter’s more stringent law pertained only to the 

wilderness period.
28

 However, since the biblical texts are not in open contradiction with 

one another, I am hesitant to ascribe source-critical sensitivities to the ancient 

interpreter.
29

 A more convincing explanation can be given based on clarifying the Temple 

Scroll’s attitude regarding the status of other cities. As noted above, the rationale offered 

by Num 5:3 is so that the Israelites will not defile the camp in which YHWH dwells (3). 

Interestingly, the TS views this rationale as being applicable to Israelite cities in general. 

Nevertheless, the more stringent regulations pertaining to the Temple City make 

abundantly clear that it alone is the full parallel of the wilderness camp.
30

  

In other words, the partial application of the laws of the wilderness camp to other 

cities is an expression of its gradated model of holiness.
31

 In this regard, TS seems to 

reflect a similar model to that of 4QMMT, which designates Jerusalem as “the holy 

camp” )מחנה הקדש(  and the “capital of the [c]amps of Israel” ( חנות ישראל]מ[ראש  ),
32

 from 

which it is clear that the other cities were considered “camps.” In TS 47:3–18, a similar 

                                                 
28

 “Studies in the Temple Scroll,” 515–6. This approach is followed by Castelli, who finds a partial parallel 

in Josephus’ use of the term ε�νδηµεîν (interpreted as “seclude”/ “leave at home”) in relation to 

menstruation and corpse impurity in Antiquities 3:265–8 (“Josephan Halakha and the Temple Scroll,” 335–

8). See also Birenboim, “Expelling the Unclean,” 34–6. 
29

 Nevertheless, this tension is significant for unraveling the history of the biblical text. See the following 

section of this article.  
30

 Regarding Josephus’ view on this matter as expressed in Antiquities 3:265–8 and Jewish Wars 5:227, see 

Castelli, “Josephan Halakha,” 335; Nakman, Halakhah, 206. 
31

 See C. Werman, “The Price of Mediation: The Role of Priests in the Priestly Halakhah,” in: A.D. 

Roitman et al. (eds.), The Dead Sea Scrolls and Contemporary Culture, Leiden: Brill, 2011, 390–2. 
32

 B 60–62 (E. Qimron and J. Strugnell, Qumran Cave 4.V: Miq�at Ma‛aśe Ha-Torah [DJD 10; Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1994], 52). Compare also the reworking of Lev. 17 in B 25–33 in which the temple is 

designated as equivalent to the wilderness tabernacle, following the plausible reconstruction of Qimron and 

Strugnell (ibid. 48–51). See also D. Henshke, “The Sanctity of Jerusalem: The Sages and Sectarian 

Halakhah,” Tarbiz 67 (1997), 17–28 (Heb); M. Kister, “Studies in 4QMiq�at Ma‛aśe ha-Torah and Related 

Texts: Law, Theology, Language and Calendar,” Tarbiz 68 (1999), 335–9 (Heb.), with slightly different 

textual reconstructions;  H. Birenboim, “The Halakhic Status of Jerusalem according to 4QMMT, 1 Enoch, 

and Tannaitic Literature,” Meghillot 7 (2009), 3–9 (Heb.). 
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hierarchy governs the law forbidding the import into the Temple City of vessels made of 

the skins of clean animals slaughtered in other cities. This regulation is followed by the 

rule-of-thumb (15–17): “If you slaughter it in my temple, it will be pure for my temple, 

and if you slaughter it in your cities, it will be pure for your cities” ( א� במקדשי תזבחוהו

.( לעריכמהוטהר למקדשי וא� בעריכמה תזבחוהו וטהר
33

 

TS provides a clear rationale for asserting the purity requirements of other cities. 

In the admonition that closes Columns 48–51, a collection of laws based primarily on 

Lev 11 and 15, we find the following: 

ולוא יטמאו בהמה אשר אני מגיד לכה  .vac תוא)ו(והזהרתמה את בני ישראל מכול הטמ

שוכן בתוך בני ישראל וקדשתמה והיו קדושים ולוא ' י אני הכ .vacבהר הזה ולוא יטמאו 

  34קדושיםישקצו את נפשותמה בכול אשר הבדלתי להמה לטמאה והיו 

And you shall warn
35

 the Israelites regarding all of the impurities, so that they shall not be 

defiled with those impurities that I ordain for you on this mountain, so that they shall not 

be defiled. For I am YHWH, who dwells amidst the Israelites. You shall sanctify them 

and they shall be holy, and they shall not make themselves abominable with all that I 

have set apart for them to be defiling, and they shall be holy (51:5–10).     

 

This remarkable passage integrates disparate verses (Lev 11:43–45; 15:31; Num 35:34) 

to explain the requirement that Israelites maintain purity. Strikingly, all of these derive 

                                                 
33

 Qimron, Temple Scroll, 68. 
34

 Qimron, Temple Scroll, 75. 
35

 Against MT והזרתם “and you shall separate yourselves” (derived from the root ר"נז ), the reading here 

ר"זה derived from) והזהרתמה ), parallels the LXX, Samaritan and Peshitta. See Milgrom, Leviticus, 945. 
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from H!
36

 The affinity of the scroll’s redactor for the language of H will be discussed 

further below, but the important point to note for the moment is his dramatic 

appropriation of the statement in Num 35:34 forbidding the acceptance of ransom on 

behalf of a murderer: “You shall not defile the land on which you dwell, on which I 

myself dwell, for I am YHWH who dwells among the Israelites.”  As astutely noted by 

Aharon Shemesh, TS employs this rationale not as a geographical designation in itself, 

but as a statement of God’s presence in the midst of the community.
37

  It is worth noting 

that there is a basic consensus regarding the attribution of these transitional sections 

(47:3–18; 51:5–10) to the redactor of the TS.
38

  Leaving aside the origins of the other 

parts of the scroll, these redactional sections provide a clear indication of the message 

that the redactor wanted to impress on his audience – the sanctity of the Jewish settlement 

living outside of Jerusalem.  

   

 Turning to the treatment of Num 5:1–4 in Tannaitic sources, we find a radically 

different attitude towards the applicability of the biblical law. The tannaitic view is based 

on the assumption that the law of banishment in Num 5:1–4 is only fully applicable in 

Jerusalem. Although even TS agrees on this point (albeit in its terminology: the “temple 

city”), it will soon be clear that these two sources represent almost diametrically opposed 

tendencies in relation to other cities. A representative view is found in the following 

midrash from Sifre on Numbers: 

                                                 
36

 For the attribution of these verses to H, see Milgrom, Leviticus, 1:683–688 (Lev. 11:43–5), 946–947 

(15:31), and Knohl, Sanctuary, 69–70, 99. 
37

 See A. Shemesh, “The Holiness According to the Temple Scroll,” RQ 19 (2000), 372–4. The emphasis 

on God’s presence among the people is maintained even when referring to the temple (45:14; 46:3–4, 10–

12). 
38

 See A.M. Wilson & L. Wills, “Literary Sources of the Temple Scroll,” HTR 75 (1982), 275, 277; M.O. 

Wise, A Critical Study of the Temple Scroll from Qumran Cave 11, Chicago: University of Chicago, 198; 

Shemesh, Holiness, 374.  
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מפתח . נה לויה ומחנה שכינה ומח' מחנה יש; מחנות ה�שלושכ� אמרו י מ–לא יטמאו את מחניה�

מפתח העזרה ולפני� מחנה , מפתח הר הבית עד העזרה מחנה לויה, 'ירושל� ועד הר הבית מחנה ישר

 39.שכינה

‘…so that they will not defile their camp(s)’ – From here the Sages would say: there are three 

camps: the camp of the Israelites, the camp of the Levites, and the Camp of the Divine Presence. 

From the entrance to Jerusalem to the Temple Mount is the Camp of the Israelites. From the 

Temple Mount until the courtyard is the Camp of the Levites, and from the courtyard inwards is 

the Camp of the Divine Presence. 

 

This midrash interprets the separate precincts of the wilderness camp to be a model for 

the Temple Mount and Jerusalem.
40

 According to this analogical scheme, the city of 

Jerusalem parallels the Israelite camp, the temple mount until the Courtyard of the 

Israelites )עזרת ישראל(  the Levitical camp,
41

 and from this courtyard inwards the camp of 

the divine presence. 

This division serves as the basis for the view that the laws of the impurity-bearers 

mentioned in Num. 5:1–4 are not equal. Rather, the degree of expulsion corresponds in a 

gradated fashion to the stringency of the impurity: 

                                                 
39

 Sifre Naso, Piska 1, lines 70–2. Text follows M.I. Kahana’s new edition: Sifre on Numbers: An 

Annotated Edition (3 vols.; Jerusalem: Magnes, 2011), p. 1:8.  
40

 For the hermeneutic basis of this midrash, see Kahana’s commentary: ibid, p. 2:29. 
41

 The “courtyard of the Israelites” is the eastern most section of the inner courtyard, separated from the 

Courtyard of Women )עזרת נשים(  by the Niqnor gate. This courtyard paralleled the entrance to the Tent of 

Meeting in the wilderness camp to which Israelites would be permitted to bring their offerings. Cf. Mishna 

Midot 1:4; 2:4–6 and the parallel in Tosepta to our midrash which defines the Levitical camp as follows: 

“From the entrance to the Temple Mount until the Niqnor Gate” (Kelim, Babba Kamma, 1:12; ed. 

Zukermandel, p. 570). 
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מצורע היה . במצורע בדד ישב' לו' תל, שומע אני שלשת� במקו� אחד—'לנ' טמ' זב וכ' וכ' כל צר' מ� המח' ויש

א� כל , מצורע שהוחמרה טומאתו וחמור שילוחו משילוח חבירו. יצא מוצא מ� הכלל ולימד על הכלל, בכלל

  42.למחיצות' מיכ� מנו חכמ. רו>י<שהוחמרה טומאתו וחמור שילוחו משילוח חב

 

 ‘Command the Israelites to remove from the camp anyone with “leprosy” or a discharge 

and anyone defiled by a corpse’ – Shall I learn from here that the three are sent to the 

same place? Scripture states regarding the “leper”: ‘He shall dwell alone’ (Lev 13:46). 

The “leper” was part of the general category, and he has been singled out from the 

category to teach a rule applicable to the category. Just as the “leper,” whose impurity is 

the most severe, his banishment is the most stringent, so too all whose impurity is more 

severe than the other, his banishment will be more stringent. From here the Sages 

enumerated the ‘precincts.’    

 

From a simple reading of Num 5:2, one would understand that the “leper,” like the other 

two categories, is sent to the same domain outside the camp. However, based on the 

statement in Lev 13:46 “he shall dwell alone,” the midrash learns that the banishment of 

the “leper” is more stringent than the others.
43

 Moreover, the midrash learns a general 

principle (בניין אב), that the exclusion of the three types of impurity is graduated in 

correlation to their severity.
44

  

  The tripartite division into “precincts” 45 )מחיצות(
 derived from Num 5:2–3 served 

as the basis for the more expansive “ten degrees of holiness” of R. Yosi b. Halafta found 

in the midrash Sifre Zuta, which outline a hierarchy of increasing sanctity of geographical 

                                                 
42

 Sifre Naso, Piska 1, lines 21–23, 28–31 (ed. Kahana, pp. 1:3–4). I omitted here the words of Rabbi Judah 

ha-Nasi in lines 24–27, who learns the law by means of qal ve-homer (see Kahana, II, 12). 
43

 A similar inference is made in Sifra, Parshat Tazria , ch. 12 (ed. Weiss, 68a). 
44

 See also the parallel in Sifre Zuta, Piska 5, 2 (ed. Horowitz, 228), which introduces the ten gradations of 

purity (see below). 
45

 The Hebrew term means literally “partitions,” but is used here (and elsewhere) to signify via metonymy 

“precincts.” See M. Sokoloff, A Dictionary of Jewish Babylonian Aramaic, (Ramat-Gan: Bar-Ilan 

University, 2002), 656. The use of this term, based on the curtains dividing the sections of the Tabernacle is 

a clear indication of the derivation of this scheme from the rule of the wilderness camp in Num 5:1–4.  
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locations – from foreign lands (least holy) to the holy of holies in the Jerusalem temple.
46

 

This list in turn served as the basis for the normative rules in m. Kelim 1:7–10.
47

  

After establishing the holiness of the land of Israel vis-à-vis other lands, the 

mishnah asserts the elevated sanctity of walled cities vis-à-vis other cities as reflected in 

the exclusion of “lepers” and corpses. The mishnah continues to describe the holiness of 

Jerusalem compared to walled cities and then the gradations of holiness within Jerusalem. 

The latter distinction is essentially an expanded form of the midrash of the three camps 

cited above which incorporates additional types of impurity into the basic framework 

established there. Since our primary intention is to compare the rabbinic interpretation of 

Num 5:1–4 with that of TS, let us focus on the following passage: 

הר הבית מקודש .  שיני ומעשר קלים קדשים שם שאוכלים, מהן מקודש החומה מן לפנים

שאין גוים וטמא מת , החיל מקדש ממנו.  שאין זבים וזבות נידות ויולדות נכנסים לשם, ממנו

 .  נכנסין לשם

The domain inside the wall (of Jerusalem) is more sanctified than them (walled cities), 

since foods of minor sanctity and the second tithe are consumed there. The Temple 

Mount is more sanctified, since male and female gonorrheics, menstruants and parturients 

are forbidden to enter. The rampart is more sanctified, since gentiles and bearers of 

corpse-impurity are forbidden to enter.
48

 

 

                                                 
46

 Naso 5:2 (ed. Horovitz 227–9). 
47

 For the attribution of these laws to R. Yosi b. Halafta, see J.N. Epstein, Introduction to the Tannaitic 

Literature, Jerusalem: Magnes, 1957, 461–2 (Heb.). It is clear that the “ten degrees” is a secondary 

expansion of the core laws of the “precincts” (see note 45). By incorporating additional degrees of holiness, 

these laws were forced to incorporate distinctions relating to the ability to bring sacrificial offerings which 

do not fit the basic scheme by which holiness is expressed by the exclusion of impurities. Furthermore, the 

formula מיכן מנו (“from here they enumerated”) and its parallels designates a earlier law embedded into the 

present context (see E.Z. Melamed, The Relationship between the Halakhic Midrashim and the Mishnah 

and Tosefta, Jerusalem: Magnes, 1967, 10 (Heb.). From here, it is evident that the tradition which derives 

the “precincts” from Num 5:1–4 preceded the various tannaitic collections in which it now appears.  
48

 m. Kelim 1:8 (text according to MS Kaufmann).  
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In its basic outline, this hierarchy is like that of the Sifre and Sifre Zuta, with genital 

flows being more stringent than corpse-impurity.
49

 If we take these sources together, we 

can summarize the rabbinic application of Num. 5:1–4 as follows:  

wilderness camp Land of Israel impurities banished 

Israelite Camp Jerusalem / walled cities scale disease (+ corpses) 

Levitical Camp Temple Mount  zab  (+ menstruants and 

parturients) 

Camp of the Divine Presence from the priestly courtyard 

and inwards 

corpse-impurity (+ 

gentiles) 

 

 We may now compare this model to that of the TS. While both understand Num 

5:1–4 as applying primarily to Jerusalem / the temple city, TS goes much further in 

applying the law of exclusion to other cities. In essence, TS is asserting that these cities 

bear a significant level of sanctity – due to the divine presence residing in the midst of the 

Israelites, whereas the rabbis essentially denied the sanctity of any city besides 

Jerusalem.
50

 More generally, we might say that the rabbinic view construes the 

centralization of cult in Jerusalem to entail the complete secularization of other cities. 

                                                 
49

 In reality, this attitude towards the bearer of corpse-impurity is more stringent than that represented by 

the Sifre quoted above, which would allow him to enter the “courtyard of women,’ and apparently reflects a 

later rabbinic stricture. See t. Kelim Babba Kamma 1:8; parallels: b. Pesahim 67a; b. Nazir 45a; b. Sota 

20b.  
50

 It is important to recognize that the rabbinic exclusion of “lepers” from walled cities did not derive from 

any sanctity attributed to them. See Y. Feder, “The Polemic Regarding Skin Disease in 4QMMT,” DSD 19 

(2012): 64–7. In general, the rabbinic approach reflects a tendency towards minimal restriction, expelling 

impurity bearers only from the sites adjacent to the site of the divine presence. Accordingly, the rabbis 

allowed gonorrheics into Jerusalem itself, as long as they did not enter the Temple Mount, and bearers of 

corpse-impurity were even allowed to enter the Temple Mount. See Noam, From Qumran to the Rabbinic 

Revolution, 185–7, 337–59, passim.. 
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I would suggest that these opposing views reflect divergent attitudes towards cult 

centralization. According to the rabbinic view, once the cult establishment was fixed in 

Jerusalem (in accordance with Deut 12), the rest of the land was essentially secularized,
 51

 

and the restrictions of ritual purity were dramatically curtailed. Although TS agrees that 

the temple city is the only place where the purity legislation is fully applicable, it 

nevertheless asserts the holiness of other cities, due to the divine presence in the midst of 

Israel.  

As noted above, this emphasis characterizes the redactional layer of TS. Although 

the historical circumstances behind the composition of TS are still debated, many 

scholars view it as originating from a marginalized priestly group alienated from the 

Jerusalem cult.
52

 The decentralized attitude towards purity and holiness discussed here 

fits this characterization and can contribute to understanding this scroll’s significance for 

the Qumran sectarians. Even if TS was composed outside of the sect, the emphasis on 

purity outside of Jerusalem seems to have found an attentive audience among its 

members. 

 

Situating the Pre-redactional Purity Laws of P  

 The sharp disagreements between the sectarian and rabbinic interpretations of 

Num 5:1–4 serve to highlight the significance of this pericope for determining the scope 

of the Pentateuchal purity laws. At this point, I would like to inquire regarding the 

relevance of the biblical purity laws in their state before they were edited into their 

                                                 
51

 See m. Zevahim 14:4, 8. 
52

 See S.W. Crawford, The Temple Scroll and Related Texts (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2000), 81–2;  

J. Stackert, “The Cultic Status of the Levites in the Temple Scroll: Between History and Hermeneutics,” in 

Levites and Priests in History and Tradition (eds. M.A. Leuchter & J.M. Hutton; Atlanta: SBL, 2011), 

211–3 with refs.. 
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present form. In the beginning of this paper, I have shown that H’s redaction of the purity 

laws in Lev 15:31, Num 5:1–4 and Num 19:13, 20 relates them to a centralized cult, 

emphasizing the danger of contaminating the site of the divine presence. Here we must 

recognize that unlike Num 5:1–4, a passage which can be attributed in its entirety to H, 

these other chapters (Lev 15; Num 19) are P compositions which have been inherited and 

adapted by an H redactor. Accordingly, we must entertain the possibility that the purity 

laws of Lev 12–15 and Num 19 originally pertained to an entirely different socio-

historical context than the present form of the text would indicate. 

This possibility is more than hypothetical. A close examination of the contents of 

Lev 15 and Num 19 reveals a fundamental tension between them and Num 5:1–4. In 

comparison with the latter source’s expulsion of gonorrheics and corpse-defiled persons 

from the camp, Lev 15 details the ramifications of the gonorrheic’s contact with objects 

and persons inside the domestic sphere, implying that he is permitted to remain within the 

camp.
53

 Likewise, Milgrom has offered strong arguments for a similar inference 

regarding corpse-impurity in Num. 19: The defiled person is never ordered to leave the 

camp, nor is there any statement implying that he is permitted at a certain point to return 

to the camp, as we find with the “leper.”
54

 Furthermore, the ashes deposited outside the 

camp (v. 9) are brought to the defiled person (17–18), not the other way around, thus 

implying that he remains in the camp.
55

 In light of these tensions, we must be suspicious 

that H’s redactional statements may conceal a dramatic reinterpretation of these laws.    

What can be discerned from the regulations of Lev 15 themselves? A comparison 

with Lev 22:1–9 (addressed to the priests) would indicate that these rules (addressed to 

                                                 
53

 Milgrom, Leviticus, 910. 
54

 Such statements appear elsewhere in relation to impurity bearers. Cf.  v. 7 and Lev14:8; 16, 26, 28. 
55

 Milgrom, Leviticus, 276–7.  
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the laity) also deal with the danger of contaminating sacrificial offerings. This 

interpretation was unanimously adopted by the text’s early exegetes, as both the Qumran 

sectarians and the Rabbis, among others, construed these rules as pertaining to sanctified 

food, especially sacrificial offerings and priestly prebends.  

But Lev 15 differs from Lev 22 by the fact that it addresses the laity and not the 

priesthood. In light of this point, we should question the uncritical assumption that these 

rules were written with a centralized sanctuary (i.e. the Jerusalem temple) in mind. 

Accordingly, I would like to pursue the possibility that the instructions of Lev 15 find 

their social context in lay participation in local cult offerings, a setting that would be the 

most likely context for the interaction between the domestic and sacral spheres implied 

by this chapter. Though descriptions of cult practices at local sites or in the domestic 

sphere are not abundant in the Bible, we find two cases in 1 Samuel, one taking place in a 

domestic setting (Saul’s table: 20:26) and one among the priests of Nob (21:5–6) which 

restrict men defiled by seminal emissions.
56

 These occurrences, divulged en passant, 

represent what was once a common-place reality, one that I suggest was addressed by the 

instructions of Lev 15.   

Strikingly, this understanding is implicit in the Temple Scroll’s view that seminal 

emissions require a 3 day banishment from the temple city (45:7–8, 11–12). As noted 

above,
57

 this latter rule ascribes a higher level of sanctity to the temple city, analogous to 

Mt. Sinai (Ex 19:10–15). This stringency implies that the single day impurity described 

                                                 
56

 Let us note also the references in 1 Sam. 20 to regular house-hold/ clan offerings (vv. 6, 29).  van der 

Toorn’s attempt to identify these as references to a cult of the dead are hardly convincing (Family Religion 

in Babylonia, Syria and Israel, Leiden: Brill 1996, 211–218). 
57

 See n. 21 above. 
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in Lev 15:16–18 must pertain to other cities. In other words, the inference that Lev 15 

originally applied to cities besides Jerusalem may already be implied in TS! 

 The possibility that P’s ordinances originally pertained to sacral food in local cult 

situations finds support in a closer examination of Lev 12–14. For example, the offerings 

of the parturient in Lev 12 can only be contemplated in a regional cult setting. How far 

could one expect a woman with a 40 day old boy or 80 day old girl to travel in order to 

bring her offerings? Though one could suggest that these laws pertain to a period after the 

Israelite territories have been limited to Jerusalem’s vicinity, it is more likely that they 

originated at a time when localized worship was fully legitimate.
58

 Likewise, the 

banishment of the “leper” in Lev 13–14 seems to assume that this rule was applicable to 

any city, and the explicit statement regarding scale-disease in houses in the “cities of your 

inheritance” (14:34) would confirm this assumption.
59

 Although the expulsion of “lepers” 

from cities may have originated in the fear of contagion and hence are not directly related 

to local worship per se, the inclusion of these instructions in Lev 11–15 further indicates 

that these chapters were not viewed as limited to a particular geographical milieu (i.e. 

Jerusalem).   

 These considerations support the assumption that the pre-redactional form of the 

priestly instructions in Lev 15 focused on the concern for defiling sacred foods as part of 

localized cultic worship. However, the import of these rules was dramatically 

recontextualized through the addition of v. 31 which stresses the danger of defiling the 

Tabernacle. Understood together with H’s similar additions in Num 5:1–4 and 19:13, 20, 

                                                 
58

 Feder, Blood Expiation, 135. 
59

 Admittedly, this latter section should probably be ascribed to H, but this source would seem to agree that 

the banishment caused by “leprosy” is applicable in all cities, a view accepted by all Second Temple Jewish 

groups (see Feder, “Polemic Regarding Skin Disease,” 64–6).  
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it becomes clear that this threat is restricted to the divine camp’s proximity. If, as is 

generally assumed, these statements were formulated with the Jerusalem temple in mind, 

they have a dual effect of emphasizing the immanent danger of defiling the site of the 

divine presence while simultaneously limiting this threat to the proximity of the temple.  

In this light, one realizes that the rabbinic view – which limited the expulsion of impurity 

bearers to the temple precincts – is not an innovative act of eisegesis,
60

 but on the 

contrary, it is based on faithful exegesis of the canonical form of Scripture, reflecting the 

ideological framework of H.  

 This understanding of the implications of the wilderness camp paradigm in H 

provides crucial background for appreciating H’s warnings against defiling the Land of 

Israel. Ostensibly, the expanded scope of purity reflected in these statements might cast 

doubt on my assertion that H limited the scope of purity laws through its use of the 

wilderness camp paradigm, but a closer examination reveals that they (like Num 5:1–4) 

have been widely misconstrued.  For example, Milgrom contrasts P’s view of purity in 

which the sanctuary is the primary locus of purity with that of H who expands the 

purview of purity to encompass the entire land.
61

 Knohl draws an even farther reaching 

conclusion that H promotes “the erasure of the dividing lines between cult and 

morality.”
62

 

 However, it is crucial to recognize that the behaviors that are said to defile the 

land are essentially non-cultic.
63

 For example, Lev 18 warns that aberrant sexual practices 

                                                 
60

 Contra Noam, From Qumran to the Rabbinic Revolution, 173–5. Interestingly, despite her repeated 

emphasis on the innovative and even revolutionary nature of the rabbinic view, she briefly acknowledges 

the possibility that perhaps the rabbis simply understood the laws of the wilderness camp in Num 5 and 19 

to be dependent on the presence of the tabernacle (175). 
61

 Leviticus, 1:724. 
62

 Sanctuary of Silence, 185. 
63

 So already Büchler, Studies in Sin and Atonement, 216–24. 
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such as incest and bestiality defile the land and will cause it to vomit out its inhabitants 

(24–8). Furthermore, Num 35 sets forth the prohibition of accepting ransom payments on 

behalf of intentional murders with the following rationale: 

33
You shall not incriminate the land in which you live, for blood incriminates the land 

and no expiation can be made for the land for the blood that was shed on it except by 

means of the blood of him who shed it.  
34

You shall not pollute the land in which you 

live, in which I myself dwell, for I, YHWH, dwell among the Israelites. 

 

These sources require that we make the following important qualification. In presenting 

the high moral standards demanded of the Israelites, H indeed stresses the sanctity of the 

entire land and the threat of its defilement. However, when dealing with the conventional 

notion of defiling sancta, H restricts its implications to the divine camp or tabernacle.   

 It seems that this distinction between cultic and non-cultic sources of pollution 

and its correspondence to the holiness of the sanctuary and land, respectively, represents 

H’s attempt to address the religious vacuum left by cult centralization. Whereas personal 

piety would have been able to express itself previously at a local cult site, the 

centralization of the cult required a radical redefinition of religiosity. As pointed out by 

Bernard Levinson, a similar set of concerns is addressed by Deuteronomy as part of its 

explicit program for cult centralization. In reinterpreting the altar law of Ex 20 which 

describes God’s coming to bless the Israelites “at any place I cause my name to be 

mentioned,” Deut 12 restricts legitimate slaughter to “the (singular) place that YHWH 

will choose.” In parallel, to compensate for the ban on local cult practice, this chapter 

provides the option of non-sacral slaughter, which is depicted as enjoying God’s blessing. 

Levinson explains: 

In draining the local sphere of all cultic content, the authors of Deuteronomy do not leave 

it as a profane religious void. Instead, they reconceptualize it in secular terms and give it 

positive new content. The compensation for the lost of direct access to the divine, with 

the eradication of the local altars, does not only take place at the cultic center, with the 
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repeated emphasis on the “joy” available there to the pilgrim. That restitution is equally 

provided in the local sphere with this noncultic, although still religiously conceived, 

“blessing of [YHWH] your God.”
64

 

 

A similar tendency would seem to underlie H’s emphasis on the defilement of the land. In 

the place of the bodily sources of cultic impurity, whose relevance was now confined to 

the central sanctuary, H emphasizes the importance of non-cultic impurity as a corollary 

to personal devotion throughout the land.
65

 

 The emphasis on purity as a path to holiness outside the cult finds expression 

elsewhere in both D and H. It is interesting that these sources provide similar rationales 

for the dietary prohibitions contained in Deut 14 and Lev 11, respectively, apparently 

drawing on a common corpus of priestly instructions.
66

 Though the numerous issues 

raised by these chapters cannot be addressed here, I would like to briefly discuss the 

possibility that the rationales given for these dietary laws – or at least their emphasis – are 

related to the socio-religious transitions accompanying cult centralization.
67

 

In introducing these laws, Deut 14 stresses the divine election of the Israelites: 

“For you are a holy nation to YHWH your God, and he has chosen you to be a treasured 

                                                 
64

 See Deuteronomy and the Hermeneutics of Legal Innovation, New York: Oxford University 1997, 49. 

Though I generally agree with Levinson, I would substitute “noncultic” for the anachronistic term “secular” 

used throughout his analysis. 
65

 In previous research, scholars have tended to describe H’s conception as reflecting “moral” impurity. See 

Büchler, Studies in Sin and Atonement, 212–69; J. Klawans, Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism [New 

York, 2000], 21–42). Though this characterization may be a reasonable assessment in our modern analytic 

vocabulary, I doubt that the ritual/ moral dichotomy was understood as such by H, who views both moral 

and cultic requirements as essential to its conception of holiness (Lev 19). Hence, “non-cultic” impurity is a 

more precise description, especially in light of its relationship to cult centralization as argued here.   
66

 So N.S. Meshel, “Food for Thought: Systems of Categorization in Leviticus 11,” HTR 101 (2008):209–

10 and n. 27. 
67

 The numerous topical similarities between D and H should indicate that they originate within roughly the 

same time period. For earlier research on this relationship, see J. Stackert, Rewriting the Torah: Literary 

Revision in Deuteronomy and the Holiness Legislation (FAT 2/52; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007), 8–10. 
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nation from among the nations of the earth” (v. 2).
68

 Lev 11 gives a strikingly similar 

rationale for the instructions in a redactional addition of H (vv. 44–5):
69

 

For I am the Lord, your God, sanctify yourselves and be holy, for I am holy. Do not 

defile yourselves with any of the creeping things that crawl on the earth, for I am the 

Lord who took you up from the Land of Egypt to be your God. Be holy, for I am holy!  

 

In seeking to appreciate the significance of these statements in D and H which stress the 

sanctity of Israelites, it is tempting to speculate regarding the original application of these 

laws (if it was different than that implied by the chapters before us). Were these rules 

originally confined to priests, but now given as mandatory for the entire Israelite nation? 

Such a reform is attested, for example, in the prohibition of consuming carrion, which 

was originally binding only for priests (Lev 11:19–20; 17:15 – 6; 22:8; Ezek 4:14; 44:31) 

but was then imposed on the laity as a means of designating the whole nation as 

sanctified (Ex 22:30; Deut 14:21).
70

 Or were these laws always applicable to the entire 

nation, but only in that the pollution rendered a person ineligible to approach the sacred 

realm?
71

 Even if we adopt a more conservative position and assume that from their 

beginning these rules were addressed to the laity and focused on a general prohibition of 

consuming these species, it is possible to view the rhetoric of these passages and their 

emphasis on holiness as addressing the special circumstances following in the wake of 

centralization. That is to say, the emphatic statements relating the dietary restrictions – 

                                                 
68

 This rationale is repeated later on in the chapter following the law of carrion (v. 21; see below). Note also 

the assertion which introduces this chapter: “You are children to Yhwh, your God” (1).   
69

 For the attribution of these verses to H, see Milgrom, Leviticus, 686–8; Knohl, Sanctuary of Silence, 69. 
70

 These latter sources which emphasize the holiness of the entire Israelite nation – like a “kingdom of 
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 So W. Houston, Purity and Monotheism: Clean and Unclean Animals in Biblical Law (JSOT supp 140), 

Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993, 248–9 
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applicable throughout the land – to the sanctity of the Israelite people reflect an agenda 

shared by D and H to compensate for the loss of a local worship. In this regard, I would 

agree with Houston’s assessment that the “holiness redaction thus takes up the call made 

in Deuteronomy,” depicting the consumption of unclean meat as unbefitting a people 

dedicated to YHWH.
72

 

 It thus becomes clear that H reflects a broad agenda that is similar to that implied 

by Deut 12. The basic underlying concern is that the establishment of a single legitimate 

sanctuary will leave a profound vacuum in the religious devotion of Israelites living at a 

distance from Jerusalem. In response to this concern, both D and H offer means by which 

the individual Israelite can achieve sanctity in his daily life apart from his periodic 

offerings at the centralized sanctuary. Needless to add, this background provides a fitting 

context for H’s repeated demand of Israelites to be holy, even in non-cultic matters.
73

 

 

Conclusion: Centripetal and Centrifugal Approaches to Purity in H and TS 

 A superficial examination of the role of the wilderness paradigm in H and the TS 

creates the impression that the two sources share a common general attitude towards the 

application of  the purity regulations, particularly in the relevance of purity in cities 

outside of Jerusalem. This impression is strengthened by the repeated use by the Temple 

Scroll’s editor of statements borrowed from H which assert the holiness of the Israelite 
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 Houston, Purity and Monotheism, 249. This view correlates with the assumption that H responds to D. 

We might also consider the possibility that the similar rhetoric of D and H involves the role of dietary 

prohibitions as ethnic markers, distinguishing Israelites from another ethnic group that is too close for 

comfort. Cf. E. Bloch-Smith, “Israelite Ethnicity in Iron I: Archaeology Preserves What is Remembered 
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 For H’s expansion of sanctity to the non-cultic realm, see Knohl, Sanctuary of Silence, 180–2. 
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nation. However, a closer examination of the scope of purity regulations in these two 

sources reveals that they are far from identical.  

In particular, H’s emphasis on the purity of the Israelite camp is explicitly related 

to the site of the divine presence in their midst (i.e. the tabernacle), such that the correct 

analogy for this model is the Jerusalem temple and not other cities. This view correlates 

with the emphasis elsewhere in H, specifically Lev 17, on the need to worship in the 

central sanctuary. On this background, we can more accurately appreciate H’s tendency 

to emphasize the purity of the land and the Israelite laity. Strikingly, these statements deal 

with forms of purity which are not associated with cultic worship. Rather than viewing 

these assertions as simply expanding the scope of purity, they should be understood as 

making compensation for the radical restriction of cultic purity which accompanied the 

transition from localized worship to cult centralization.  

In contrast with H’s centripetal tendency reflected in its efforts to centralize the 

requirements of cultic purity, TS demonstrates a centrifugal movement in promoting the 

decentralized observance of purity customs. This latter approach, evident specifically in 

the redactional layer of this text, seems to have been a significant inspiration for the 

Qumran’s sect’s continued religiosity at a distance from the polluted Jerusalem temple.
74

 

In other words, during the late Second Temple Period, when priestly factions became 

disenfranchised with the Jerusalem cult, their reaction was to further decentralize the 

notion of cultic purity, stressing the presence of the Deity in all cities. To some degree, it 

would seem that the result of this reactionary movement was to reclaim – at least to a 

limited extent – the localized religiosity which preceded cult centralization. In this 
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respect, despite its stylistic similarity to H, TS’s emphasis on local religiosity hints at the 

pre-redactional Sitz in Leben of the purity instructions of Lev 15 and Num 19. 


