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Chapter 1:

Introduction and scope of the question

In 1924, Rudolf Otto declared that we need “to invent a [new] term to stand for

‘the holy.”' He argued that “we generally take ‘holy’ as meaning ‘completely good’; it is

the absolute moral attribute, denoting the consummation of moral goodness ... but this

common usage of the term is inaccurate ... If the ethical element was present at all, at any

rate it was not original and never constituted the whole meaning of the word.”

As Otto suggests, the meaning of “holiness™ has become nebulous and confused.

We continue to use concepts like holy and holiness on a regular basis, but without a

concrete understanding of what they mean. In fact, an informal survey of friends and

colleagues that I conducted recently reveals a fascinating lack of precision and

consistency when it comes to the concept of holiness. Among a multitude of responses,

some people defined holiness as:

“The state of striving toward justice, compassion, equality and loving-kindness.”
“Holiness is the reflection or evidence of the presence of God in an experience [
have, something or someone I encounter, some place that I visit.”

“Godlike. But the ‘rabbinic school’ definition of separateness comes up right
after.”

“Holiness is something that must be created, in that it needs humans to feel it, to
push for it, to make it happen, to exist.”

“An intangible entity to which we ascribe all that is good and right.”

! Otto, p. 6.
2 Otto, p. 6.
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“Holiness would have to deal with someone or something that is extremely

important to us and our souls.”

“Holiness is, for me, the very rare feeling I get that I'm in the exact right spot,

doing the exact right thing, for the exact right reason, and what [ am doing — in
that moment, no matter how big or small, insignificant or not — is contributing to
the goodness of the world and mankind.”

“A moment where the mind and body react in the present — goosebumps, tears,
hearing clearly and hopefully a moment you will probably remember for the rest
of your life.”

“Holiness is the continual process and enduring possibility that we can become
better and we can make the world better.”

It seems from this sampling that everyone has a different understanding of what
holiness means. Clearly I am not the first person to notice and want to address this
problem. Barry Diamond, in the preface to his rabbinic thesis on holiness at HUC-JIR,
says that his challenge was to find an adequate definition for holiness. Unfortunately,
“after months of reading I found my level of confusion rising faster than my level of
understanding. Furthermore, I found that the myriad of people who were invoking
*kedushah’ like a chant also had no clear understanding of what it meant. They realized
that it was important and that it was related to God, but they simply were not able to
articulate a definition.”

The problem of defining holiness is not limited to eager rabbinical students. One

of the premier biblical scholars in the field, Baruch Levine, notes that “As a concept,

* Diamond, p. ii.
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holiness relates to a complex of elusive phenomena that retain an aura of mystery and
resist definition.”* Another scholar, Dinah Minkoff, adds that “The problem with
understanding kedushah in the Bible is not simply the inadequacy of the English
translation ‘holiness,” with its narrow implication of religion, reverence, ritual and prayer.
Rather, it is in defining the term ‘holiness’ as a Jewish concept.™
The aura of mystery, of course, has not precluded inquiry by people from various

disciplines: “Theologians seek to formulate the relationship between holiness and the
‘nature’ of God. Phenomenologists want to know more about human responses to the
holy. Students of cult and ritual search for evidence bearing on forms of celebration and
on the role of religious institutions in the life of a society. Historians of literature trace the
transmission of themes and the modulation of concepts attributable to different schools of
biblical writers.”® And beyond the questions, there are many attempts to define kedushah.
Minkoff says that “Kedushah is not the same as holiness. Kedushah is not limited to
purity, ritual, or religion. Rather, it is the process of making all aspects of life, including
the personal and social, answer to a higher ideal.”’ Unfortunately, this definition is vague
and does not provide any concrete sense of the word. On the other extreme, Allen
Grossman offers:

Holiness is the uninterpretable a priori literal fact of being, the

source of interpretation (precisely as the Holy One is the source

of the world) in which interpretation, as the trace of autonomous

human purpose, seeks to extinguish itself. In this sense, holiness

makes war against culture — the making or imaging of anything

that is not itself; and the Holy One, the Lord of Hosts, makes war
as a master of a prior dispensation, the sacred order of existence

* Levine (1987), p. 241.
* Minkoff, p. 106.
% Levine (1987), p. 241.
7 Minkoft, p. 111.
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absolutely self-canonizing, intolerant of “discontent” that
produces the one real world as its only artifact.®

I would aver that most people would have no idea what that statement means. Rather than
defining the term, it obfuscates meaning and renders the term unintelligible.

Although Levine reassures us that “Hebrew godesh most often connotes
something identifiable, even (:oncrete,”9 even he leaves us with an imprecise definition
that talks around holiness more than concretizing it:

Holiness is difficult to define or to describe; it is a mysterious
quality. Of what does holiness consist? In the simplest terms, the
“holy” is different from the profane or the ordinary. It is “other,”
as the phenomenologists define it. The “holy” is also powerful or
numinous. The presence of holiness may inspire awe, or strike
fear, evoke amazement. The holy may be perceived as dangerous,
yet it is urgently desired because it affords blessing, power, and
protection. '’

In light of this broad-based ambiguity, while I concur with Otto’s desire for
clarity about holiness, I disagree with his method. Rather than moving forward with a
new term (numinous, which he coined from the Latin numen), I prefer to look back to the
original source of our Jewish concept of holiness — the Tanakh.

Unfortunately, it turns out that the Tanakh does not provide an easy, monolithic
answer. It is important for us to recognize from the outset that “holiness™ is an imperfect
translation for gedushah. The point of this examination is to arrive at a more complete
meaning. Still, for clarity and ease, within the confines of this paper, we will use
“holiness” as a functional approximation for gedushah. And as we work our way through

a number of analyses and biblical texts, I think we will find that holiness is a much more

complex, subtle, and, ultimately, accessible concept than we might think.

¥ Grossman, p. 392.
? Levine (1987), p. 250.
1 L evine (1989), p. 256.
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Chapter 2:

Classic scholarly definitions of holiness

In order to flesh out current thinking on the nature of holiness, it is first necessary
to survey the field to determine how scholars have understood gedushah in the Tanakh.
In moving from Otto and Helmer Ringgren through more recent scholars in Chapters
Two and Three, we will notice a number of theories and assumptions that may or may not
be well-supported in the Tanakh text. The aim of these initial chapters is not so much to
critique these formative views on holiness; rather, it is to present them so that we
understand where the field has been as we move into more recent and nuanced
interpretations. It is important to establish a baseline understanding of the scholarly
position on holiness before moving on to my own analysis. Although some of these
characterizations may be superseded later in this work, taken together they will provide a

foundation on which we can build a more concrete definition for gedushah.

Rudolf Otto

Any modern analysis of holiness is rooted in the work of Rudolf Otto. He defined
the field eighty years ago by recognizing the layered realities of religious experience:
“Religion is not exclusively contained and exhaustively comprised in any series of

‘rational’ assertions; and it is well worthwhile to attempt to bring the relation of the

different ‘moments’ of religion to one another ciearly before the mind, so that its nature
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! Although it may seem obvious to us today, Otto broke

may become more manifest.
new ground by asserting that there was an emotional component to religious experience
to balance its intellectual side and that it needs to be taken seriously.

When searching for a definition of holiness, then, he understood that the Hebrew
gadosh connotes “good, absolute goodness, when, that is, the notion has ripened and
reached the highest stage in its development ... but this ‘holy’ then represents the gradual
shaping and filling in with ethical meaning, or what we shall call the ‘schematization’, of
what was a unique original feeling-response, which can be in itself ethically neutral and

claims consideration in its own right.”'? As a result, he coined “numinous” as “a word to

stand for this element in isolation, the ‘extra’ in the meaning of ‘holy’ above and beyond

the meaning of goodness.”" According to his definition, numinous includes a “creature-

feeling” which expresses “the note of self-abasement into nothingness before an
overpowering, absolute might of some kind; whereas everything turns upon the character
of this overpowering might, a character which cannot be expressed verbally, and can only
be suggested indirectly through the tone and content of a man’s feeling-response to it.

And this response must be directly experienced in oneself to be understood.”"* In other

words, you can only understand “holy” by experiencing it! “The numinous is thus felt as
objective and outside the self.”"?

But what does it feel like to stand in the presence of the holy? This is the key to
Otto’s theory, and so he coined another term to represent this feeling — mysterium

tremendum:
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Let us consider the deepest and most fundamental element in all
strong and sincerely felt religious emotion .... [l]et us follow it up
with every effort of sympathy and imaginative intuition wherever
it is to be found, in the lives of those around us, in sudden, strong
ebullitions of personal piety and the frames of mind such
ebullitions evince, in the fixed and ordered solemnities of rites
and liturgies, and again in the atmosphere that clings to old
religious monuments and buildings, to temples and to churches.
If we do so we shall find we are dealing with something for
which there is only one appropriate expression, mysterium
tremendum. The feeling of it may at times come sweeping like a
gentle tide, pervading the mind with a tranquil mood of deepest
worship. It may pass over into a more set and lasting attitude of
the soul, continuing, as it were, thrillingly vibrant and resonant,
until at last it dies away and the soul resumes its “profane”, non-
religious mood of everyday experience. It may burst in sudden
eruption up from the depths of the soul with spasms and
convulsions, or lead to the strangest excitements, to intoxicated
frenzy, to transport, and to ecstasy. It has its wild and demonic
forms and can sink to an almost grisly horror and shuddering. It
has its crude, barbaric antecedents and early manifestations, and
again it may be developed into something beautiful and pure and
glorious. It may become the hushed, trembling, and speechless
humility of the creature in the presence of — whom or what? In
the presence of that which is a Mystery inexpressible and above
all creatures.'®

Even this lyrical expression of religious emotion is not enough, however, and Otto adds
the notions of majesty and urgency to his definition of numinous. This provides the
feeling with elements such as “might, power, absolute overpoweringness ... [and]
symbolic expressions [such as] vitality, passion, emotion, temper, will, force, movement,
excitement, activity, violence.”” The holy, then, is that which causes all of these
emotions to flower in a human being and lies “in a peculiar ‘moment’ of consciousness,
to wit, the stupor before something ‘wholly other’, whether such an other be named

‘spirit’ or ‘daemon’ or ‘deva’, or be left without any name.”'® According to Otto,

' Otto, pp. 12-13.
'7 Otto, pp. 20, 23.
'® Otto, p. 27.
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The capital instance of the intimate mutual interpenetration of the
numinous with the rational and moral is Isaiah .... [i]t is in Isaiah
that the expression “the Holy One of Israel” first becomes
established as the expression, par excellence, for the deity,
prevailing over all others by its mysterious potency ... in deutero-
Isaiah, if in any writer, we have to do with a God whose
attributes are clear to conceptual thought: omnipotence,
goodness, wisdom, truth; and yet all the time these are attributes
of “the Holy One,” whose strange name deutero-Isaiah too
repeats no less than fifteen times and always in passages where it
has a special impressiveness. Related expressions akin to the
“holiness” of Yahweh are His “fury”, His “jealousy”, His
“wrath”, the “consuming fire”, and the like. The import of them
all is not only the all-requiting righteousness of God, not even
merely His susceptibility to strong and living emotions, but all
this ever enclosed in and permeated with the “awefulness” and
the “majesty”, the “mystery” and the “augustness”, of His non-
rational divine nature.'”

Otto’s conceptualization of numinous does us a great service in the study of

holiness. In defining the human response to the holy, he provides us a vocabulary with

which to discuss the effect of holiness. He does not, however, define holiness itself in a

concrete manner — at least not outside the casual definition of holiness as equivalent to

the deity.

Diamond notes that “it is circular to argue that some undefinable experience is the

basis for all notions of the holy.”?® And even though “God as ‘wholly other is at the heart

of Otto’s conception of deity,”*' Diamond argues that,

Otto totally disregards any sort of behavioral reaction to the holy.
For Otto, there are no particular demands made upon a person
who experiences the holy .... Otto simply ignores the demands
which are the invariable result of an encounter with God ... one
wonders how Otto understands the prohibition against eating the
meat of certain sacrifices that have been sanctified, that is, that
are holy. Is the meat having a numinous experience? Or does one
have this experience when eating the meat? Does the property,

" Otto, p. 78.
* Diamond, p. 62.
! Diamond, p. 61.
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when dedicated to the Temple, become holy? Do people make
donations to the Temple because of a numinous experience? If
that is the case, why is the object described as holy and not the
giving?

Insofar as the Bible connects Diamond’s questions with the holy, the

Jewish question about gadosh has to be explored further.

Helmer Ringgren

If we are to clarify an early modern definition for holiness, then, perhaps we
should turn to Ringgren. In his seminal 1948 article, “The Prophetical Conception of
Holiness,” he provides as close to the classical academic definition of holiness as we are
likely to find. He begins with a brief grammatical analysis, demonstrating that the various
adjectival and verbal forms of the root ¢.d.sh. include “to be sanctified” (nif), “to
consecrate or hallow” (pi), “to sanctify oneself” (hitp), and “holy” (gadosh). As a result

of this, he concludes that

The primary sense of the root K. D.Sh. is not quite clear.
Baudissin, who wrote the first scientific monograph on the O.T.
conception of holiness — which is still one of the best treatments
of the subject — thought it was most probable that the root
originally denoted a withdrawing, or a separation, from that
which is profane — perhaps also with the secondary meaning of !
“exalted”, when speaking of the deity. Other scholars have
supported the original meaning “brilliant™, “pure”, but it seems
impossible to produce a decisive argument for either of these two
options.?

Although he admits that a definition is hard to come by, he does attempt to

provide a functional meaning: “Who and what may be called holy? It may quite briefly

2 Diamond, pp. 63-65.
 Ringgren, p. 4.
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be answered thus: Holy is Yahweh and everything that stands in relation to Him in some
way or other.”** He justifies this by noting the general ways in which Q.d sh is used in
Tanakh:

The name of Yahweh is holy (Ez. 36:20 fT., 39:7, cf. Lev. 20:3),
likewise His word (Jer. 23:9). Heaven, where He lives, is holy
(Is. 57:15, cf. Ps 20:7), and a host of holy angels are in His
service (Zech. 14:5, cf. Dan. 8:13 etc). Furthermore, the place is
holy, where Yahweh, or His angel, reveals Himself (Ex. 3:2-5,
19, Josh. 5:15, cf. Gen. 28:17, where the word “holy” is not
expressly mentioned). The notion of holiness is also applied to
everything that is connected with the cult. The temple is called
Mikdash and Kodesh, and its two rooms “the Holy {place]” and
“the Holy of Holies™. Jerusalem where the sanctuary is situated is
the holy city (Is. 52:1), Zion is the holy mountain (e.g. Is. 27:13,
56:7, 65:25). The sacrifices are holy (Jer 11:15, Hag. 2:12). The
priests who perform the sacrificial acts shall be holy (Lev. 21:6-
8), the same quality is ascribed to their clothes (Ez. 42:14, cf. Ex.
29:29) and to the objects used in the cult: “the ark, and the table,
and the candlestick, and the altars and the holy vessels with
which they minister” (Num. 3:31). Within the cult a difference is
made between “holy” (kadosh, kodesh) and “most holy” (kodesh
k’doshim). Very often we find the precept that certain ceremonies
shall be performed in a holy place (Ex. 29:31, Lev. 6:9, 19 f).
There are also holy days and seasons: the Sabbath (Is. 58:13, Ez.
20:20, 44:24, Jer. 17:22 ff., cf. Gen. 2:3, Ex. 20:8), the annual
festivals (Lev. 23), the year of the jubilee (Lev. 25:12). Certain
persons are also endowed with a character of holiness. Elisha is
said to be a holy man of God (2 Ki. 4:9), Jeremiah has been
sanctified by Yahweh in the womb of his mother (Jer. 1:5). The
n’zirim, who are consecrated to Yahweh shall be holy (Num.
6:5); furthermore, the soldiers sanctify themselves to Yahweh’s
war (Jer. 6:4, 51:27, Is. 13:3, cf. 1Sam. 21:4 {.). That which is by
its nature the property of Yahweh is holy, e.g. the first-born (Ex.
13:12, Lev. 27:26) and the firstfruits of fields and vineyards (Lev.
19:24). Likewise everything that is given to Yahweh becomes
holy (Lev. 27:9, 30). The people of Israel is denoted holy (Deut.
7:6, Ex. 19:6). Sometimes it is Yahweh’s demand on Israel that
she shall be holy (Lev. 11:44 f. and often). Once or twice also the
country in which Israel lives is called the Holy Land (Ps. 78:54,
Zech 2:16).%

* Ringgren, p. 7.
% Ringgren, pp. 7-8.
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The most striking thing about his extensive list of biblical uses is that Ringgren finds no
differentiation here. He reaches only two conclusions. First, “the notion of holiness is
closely bound up with God, Yahweh. There are only a few cases, where the words ‘holy’
or ‘sanctify’ are used with reference to something that has no connection with Yahweh;
but in all these cases it is a question of a god or something divine (Ez. 28:14, Is. 65:5,
2Ki. 10:20, cf. Is. 66:17, Ez. 28:18). Thus holiness always belongs to the divine
sphere.”?® On the other hand, he realizes that “Holiness is very often bound up with the

cult and is thus a cultic notion. This is easily understood if we remember that cult is the

normal way of getting into contact with the divinity.”’ In a similar vein, Ringgren claims

that no person or object possesses inherent holiness; instead, they become holy only
based on their relationship to God. In fact, “if the term holy was originally used only
about that which belongs to the deity, it is difficult to see how it came to denote the deity
itself. It is easier to understand the evolution in the opposite direction ... and if we look at

the O.T. texts we shall find that the deity is the primary factor in holiness .... [t]his is the

case with everything that is holy or sanctified. It is not divine, but it becomes holy by the
relation to the divinity in which it is placed.”®® Furthermore, “God is holy always and for
ever, but persons and things may lose their holiness.”?

Unlike Otto, Ringgren recognizes that the holy makes certain demands on human

actions: “What is holy must not be approached. It is inviolable. It is even dangerous to

touch it without taking the necessary precautions .... [t)hat which is holy is also dreadful

2 Ringgren, p. 8.
*” Ringgren, p. 8.
*8 Ringgren, p. 9.
% Ringgren, p. 9.
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and terrible; ‘holy and terrible is Thy name’ (Ps. 111:9).”3 Just as importantly, “that

which is holy should be handled in the right way and he who approaches it should be well

prepared to do so (2Sam. 6).™'

Ringgren also describes the manner in which non-holy objects can become holy:

“Yahweh is holy; when something is given to Him, it is brought into the divine sphere

and becomes holy ... thus K.d.sh. is to consecrate, or to devote something to Yahweh.”*?

However, he stiil portrays a simplistic understanding of the nature of holiness as a force:

There are indeed some instances that seem to indicate that
holiness is an impersonal power that is transmitted in a
mechanical way by contact ... in the earlier texts we do not find
this mechanical conception of holiness. Whoever touches a holy
thing shall die. The dynamic force of holiness is here more
prominent; in the later texts a systematization has taken place,
even showing certain features of a magical character. If holiness
is considered a force it must in any case be stressed that it is the
divine force. It is not persons and things as such that have been
filled with a powerful fluidum, but they have been brought into
the sphere of the activity of the divine power.”

Barry Diamond
In his rabbinic thesis on “The Biblical View of Purity and Holiness,” Barry
Diamond builds on the theories of three classical thinkers — Rudolf Otto, Mircea Eliade,
and Quentin Smith — to argue that “holiness is a term that designates something as being

of ultimate (Godly) significance. Its significance is derived from its being consistent with

the physical, social, temporal and spatial order of the universe as ordained by God.”*

3 Ringgren, p. 10.
31 Ringgren, p. 10.
2 Ringgren, p. 1.
¥ Ringgren, p. 14.
> Diamond, Abstract.
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We already noted Diamond’s critique of Otto — although foundational, Otto deals
with purely emotional and intellectual responses, not real-world actions. Nonetheless, his
model is helpful in understanding what people are responding to in the holy. On the other
hand, the “dialectic between profane and sacred forms the basis of Eliade’s thought ....
[u]ltimately, the sacred is the coincidence of being and non-being, absolute and relative,
temporal and eternal, wholly other and its opposite ... [he focuses] on humanity’s natural
tendency to experience the holy through patterned, oppositional structure.”™ His is a
dualistic response, in which “profane space is homogeneous, without particular meaning
while sacred space is the point at which reality can be perceived. It is often depicted as
the Center of the world or the navel which was either the beginning point of creation or
the point of nexus between humanity and God.”*® Although interesting, these polarities
need not be imposed upon gedushah.

Lastly for Diamond,

Quentin Smith [“An Analysis of Holiness,” Religious Studies 24,
num. 4, 1988)] argues that holiness can be understood outside of
its religious association, as a general abstract concept which does
not necessitate positing the existence of a deity .... [h]e dismisses
the Ottoian view that holiness cannot be analyzed because of its
inherent “otherness™ .... [h]oliness, for Smith, “is an evocative
designation of an intuitively felt property of an item, and ... the
analogical and decompositional analysis of this evocative
designation represents (to different degrees) precise explications
of the phenomenon evoked” .... [h]oliness is the non-technical
way we describe a phenomenon each of which is supreme of the
highest possible order of its class and composed of a number of
sub-elements. Smith intuitively delineates four different classes
of phenomena which can have a supreme model: persons, moral
phenomena, cherished phenomena and existence. These, he
argues, are classes of phenomena which are already of a higher
order than the other classes. Moral perfection, for instance, is of a

%% Diamond, pp. 65-66.
*¢ Diamond, p. 67.
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higher class than mechanical perfection. Only when something is
supreme in these categories may it be called holy.*’

Taking all of this together, Diamond builds his case for a classical understanding
of Qedushah in the Tanakh. On one level, he believes that “the meaning of k-d-sh as
‘deity’ is clearly attested in the Bible, but this may be derivative from one of the other
meanings. It may also reflect ... the understanding of YHWH as being the exclusive god
of the Israelite people. Therefore, God (usually YHWH) being the kadosh of Israel, may
mean that Israel may have an exclusive relationship with YHWH.”*® In a similar sense,
he argues that “just as the purity system grew out of the creation of the world and taught
Israel how to exist within the God-created order, holiness is the mode for a God-created
people to relate to God. The central purpose of the cult was to be able to approach God
and bring a sacrifice to maintain or repair the relationship between themselves and
God.”* Perhaps holiness is more broad than simply relating directly to God. Diamond
also realized that “One of the most common definitions of holiness in scholarly literature
is that it is a characteristic of God. Usually basing their claims on Leviticus 19:2 ...
scholars describe holiness as an attempt at imitatio dei.”*°

But holiness is more than simply God, or aspects of our exclusive relationship
with God. Diamond also brings forth a classic definitional approach to holiness, namely,
that “Israel’s holiness consisted fundamentally in her having been set apart to the specific
purpose of God in the world.”*' More than just Israel,

A divinely distinguished temporal order is described as being
holy to God. At that point, God set a mark of holiness which

%7 Diamond, pp. 71-72.
% Diamond, pp. 80-81.
5 Diamond, p. 86.
“® Diamond, p. 94
! Diamond, p. 89.
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distinguishes this day from the previous days in which creation
(the making of divisions) was taking place. Holiness is a mark of
distinction, a hechsher (a symbol of something that is fit) which
designates the object, person, place or time as meeting the idea.
In the case of Shabbat, God marked a day in which all
distinctions ceased. Creation was said to be “very good.” For
something to become holy it must correspond to the order of
God’s creation and contain no new creations, no hybrids, no
animals; everything must be exactly as God intended. Only then
may an object, person, place, time, be distinguished by God as
corresponding to God’s will .... [p]urity is always a prerequisite
for holiness. Something which is pure may be set in a special
exclusive relationship to God and, therefore, benefit from God’s
power. When something is set in this exclusive relationship, it is
called holy, that is, God claims exclusive rights to and approval
of this thing.*?

Holiness also has certain qualities. For example, Diamond notes that holiness
often has the quality of transmutability. In other words, when a person touches a holy
object, “the person or object will, itself become sanctified to God. This is based mainly
upon the verse, kol hanogea bam, yikdash (Ex 29:37; 30:29 Lev 6:11, 20).””** Although
this characteristic of holiness seems clear, he wonders whether “this mean(s] that one
who touches these objects becomes holy by virtue of the touching, or does this require
that any or all people and objects which come into contact with these items must already
be holy? The former interpretation presumes the contagiousness of holiness. There is
little or no clear evidence to support this position.™*

Diamond raises a number of important questions regarding the nature of holiness,

but his use of Otto, Eliade, and Smith leaves us wanting for more evidence and analysis.

* Diamond, pp. 90-91.
* Diamond, p. 99.
“ Diamond, p. 99.
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Other modern thinkers

Even as Diamond’s work synthesizes the opinions of several earlier scholars, a
number of more recent scholars have continued to search for a definition of holiness,
while maintaining a close affiliation with some of the earlier notions found in Otto,
Ringgren, and Diamond. For example, Alan Grossman departs only slightly from
Ringgren’s notion about holiness and God when he states that

Holiness, in Hebrew, kodesh, indicates the highest value, or —
more precisely — what can be said by men (or angels) when God
immediately comes to mind, as in Isaiah 6:3: “Holy, holy, holy is
the Lord of hosts.” Holiness is the word by which men describe
God and therefore the ultimate doxological predicate, because it
is the word by which God describes himself. “You shall be holy,
for I, the Lord your God, am holy” (Lev 19:2). Hence, holiness is
the abstract term taught man by God to mark God’s difference
and the nature of everything that comes to be included (obedient
to the absolute imperative implicit in the idea of “highest value™)
within this difference.*’

Interestingly, Grossman also points out a fundamental difference in the first two
books of the Bible. Since the word “good” is characteristic of Genesis (holiness appears
only once, at the institution of the Sabbath) and the word “holy” is more characteristic of
Exodus, “the transactions of holiness in Exodus mark the beginning of religion, by
contrast to the heroic relation to God prior to religion that is the principle of transaction in
Genesis.™ It should be apparent that God and humanity occupied the same realm
throughout Genesis; nonetheless, those transactions are not labeled holy. While this could

have led Grossman to question more deeply the nature of holiness, he merely notes it in

describing Exodus as a book more based on holiness.

45 Grossman, p. 389.
% Grossman, p. 392.
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Diamond noticed this difference, as well:

The biblical system of holiness clearly suggests that interaction
between Israel (perhaps humanity in general) and God must take
place through a specific set of social relations: the social
organization of the Temple Cult and priestly class. However, this
was not always the case. The term holiness is hardly used in the
Book of Genesis, although our ancestors regularly communicated
with God and generally had a positive relationship. However,
after the experience of servitude in Egypt and the creation of the
People of Israel at Mount Sinai, a formal system of interaction
was established.*’

Like Grossman, he fails to follow through with the potential meaning behind the
fact that God’s early relationships are not calied holy. In addition, he lumps all of
holiness into the realm of the cult without seeming to realize that there exist entirely
different bases for holiness within Tanakh (which we shall explore in a later chapter).

Steven Steinbock continues the theme of holiness being somehow associated with
God when he states that ““Holy’ is the standard English translation of kadosh and is
commonly used as an adjective to describe God, as well as places, objects, and people
associated with God.”*® And he falls in line with grammatical definition that “K ‘dushah
fmeans] Holiness. Set apart, consecrated, separate. Refers to places, people, and things
dedicated to God.”

Allen Ross takes the idea just a bit further as he intimates that “the exhortations to
holiness [in Leviticus] showed how every aspect of the life of the covenant people had to
be set apart to God.”*® The most obvious example of this was the way “the [sacred)

priests were set apart to their service through an elaborate consecration .... [t]he parallels

between Israel’s priesthood and those of the ancient world are obvious. God was using

7 Diamond, pp. 85-86.
*8 Steinbock, p. 127.

* Steinbock, p. 127.

% Ross, p. 21.
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customary institutions for the ministry in his sanctuary, because the whole idea of
priesthood signified that consecrated mediation was required to enable the people to have
genuine access to the Holy One.”®' In fact, Ross states emphatically that

The holiness of God is undoubtediy the main emphasis of the

Book of Leviticus .... [t}he idea of the holiness of God is

understood from the outset by God’s prohibiting from his

presence every sinful and diseased person or thing — they were

simply incompatible with the holy Lord God. He also demanded

that potential worshipers be made holy by elaborate sacrificial

rituals before they could enter the divine presence ... He

demanded that Israel be set apart to his holy law and not live like

the nations of the world. From beginning to end, this book

reminds people that God is holy and that his holiness is the

standard.*

This idea that God is holy is a fundamental feature of many of these scholars’
approaches to holiness. Ross notes further that it was not only a question of God’s
holiness, however, since “under the law everything was classified according to the
categories of holy or unholy, with only the holy being permitted in the presence of
Go d.”53

In a very different sense, Ross reminds us that “Milgrom (731) says, ‘Holiness
means imitatio Dei — the life of godliness.”* In this sense, many human actions become
a question of holiness as we attempt to imitate God’s holiness, and perhaps to assert our
separateness. The dietary laws, for example, stemmed from the distinctions among
animals that were set up from the time of creation, and allowed us to mimic God by

“living according to the design of the Creator of all life.”> In fact, Leviticus is very clear

about this emphasis on holiness through imitation when it says, “‘God has redeemed his

5! Ross, pp. 32-33.
%2 Ross, pp. 44-45.
53 Ross, p. 243.
* Ross, p. 255.
% Ross, p. 255.
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people’ (11:45a); ‘God, who redeemed his people, is holy’ (11:45b); ‘God, who is holy,
demands that his people imitate his holiness.” (11:46-47)"°
According to Ross, if we are to imitate God’s holiness, we must focus on the

highest elements of God. For example, “bodily diseases are incompatible with the holy
presence of the Lord ... normal illness and disease are here symptoms of our earthiness,
our human frailty.”*’ Similarly,

Decay or corruption is incompatible with the holiness of the Lord

and must be removed .... [t}he theme of the holiness of God and

its incompatibility with things physical and earthy continues in

Lev. 15 with very personal matters: chronic infections, seminal

discharges, menstruation, and bodily emissions. Such conditions

rendered people unclean .... because bodily functions are

incompatible with the holiness of God, purification and

sanctification are absolutely essential before entering the

presence of God. God was teaching the household of faith the

distinction between the physical and the holy. Anything

connected with sexual function was part of the physical world; it

was categorized as common, not holy.*®

Helen Freeman provides further support for the idea of separateness when she

writes, “The concept of holiness, K 'dushah, implies separation, withdrawal, apartness ...
a detailed examination of the use of the rood K.D.Sh in the Hebrew bible makes it clear
that the meaning implies set apart, consecrated, dedicated, rather than perfect in and of
itself.”> And Eyal Regev falls in line with the idea of distinguishing by offering,

“Obviously, the meaning of ‘sanctified’ (giddes) is to distinguish, designate, dedicate etc.

When something is sanctified, it is owned by God or close to Him. The holiness of the

% Ross, p. 260.

%7 Ross, p. 282.

% Ross, pp. 297, 304, 311,
* Freeman, p. 58.
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people of Israel as well as the holiness of the tabernacle is thus an implication of their

relationship with God.”*°

Lastly, Baruch Levine, one of the foremost biblical scholars and leading experts
on Leviticus, brings up a number of variations to some of the themes we have already
explored. To begin with, he believes that

The words of Leviticus 19:2 pose a serious theological problem,
especially the second part of the statement: “For [, the Lord your
God, am holy.” Does this mean that holiness is part of the nature
of God? Does it mean that holiness originates from Him? In the
Jewish tradition, the predominant view has been that this
statement was not intended to describe god’s essential nature,
but, rather, His manifest, or “active,” attributes. To say that God
is “holy™ is similar to saying that He is great, powerful, merciful,
just, wise, and so forth ... the statement that God is holy means,
in effect, that He acts in holy ways: He is just and righteous.
Although this interpretation derives from later Jewish tradition, it
seems to approximate both the priestly and the prophetic biblical
conceptions of holiness.®!

Minkoff concurs that “holiness is not God’s ‘nature’ but describes His action.
Attributes like holy, merciful and just are associated with God on the basis of His
observable actions.”®?

Levine also takes a broader approach to who, exactly, may attain holiness: “This
objective [of preserving distinctiveness from other peoples] is epitomized in the
statement of Exodus 19:6: ‘you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.

This statement also conveys the idea, basic to biblical religion, that holiness cannot be

achieved by individuals alone, no matter how elevated, pure, or righteous. It can be

realized only through the life of the community, acting together.”“ In other words,

 Regev, p. 252.

¢! Levine (1989), p. 256.
% Minkof¥, p. 109.

& Levine (1989), p. 256.
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“holiness was to be realized, as an objective of the religious life, through the historic

unfolding of Israel’s collective experience.”® Levine’s claim that holiness may be
achieved by community, not individuals, is an important element in our understanding of
holiness, and one which we will pick up on later.

Furthermore, Levine is not as quick as some scholars to accept the idea that
holiness is contagious, or transferable among objects and people:

To protect what is holy requires that the clergy be consecrated,
because to handle sacred objects or stand in holy places one must
be holy. This is expressed in Exodus 29:37 (cf. 30:29) where we
find a basic regulation relevant to the sanctuary altar: “Whoever
comes in contact (ha-nogea) with the altar must be in a holy state
(vigdash)” .... it is assumed that the governing concern is with
protecting the altar from defilement; only a consecrated person, a
priest, may have contact with it. Others have interpreted this
verse as expressing a result: “Whoever comes in contact with the
altar will become holy” .... [t]his interpretation is unlikely, and
there is actually little evidence for the theory of contagious
holiness .... [i]n Ex. 29:21 we read that upon his consecration
Aaron “became holy” (wegadesh), and this was true of his
vestments and those of his sons. This does not, however, indicate
contagion! In fact, there is an instance where gadash clearly
means “to become holy,” and yet the context demonstrates that
sanctity is not transferable through physical contact alone. In
Haggai 2:11-13 .... [t]he point of this dialogue is that holiness
can be lost more easily than it can be acquired.®

Analysis

A wide range of scholars over the past century have brought the academic process
to bear on the meaning of holiness in the Bible. Their efforts have laid a strong
foundation of ideas that, for a time, were accepted as essentially valid. Otto’s description

of a numinous experience was groundbreaking, and Ringgren analyzed the text in a

* Levine (1987), p. 254.
5 Levine (1987), pp. 246-7.
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scientific (though not complete) manner. At the same time, there are many discrepancies
both between these theories and between the theories and the text, and they raise a
number of questions which need to be addressed further. For example, one might wonder
whether there is a simple duality between the holiness of God (and godly concerns) and
humanity (and human concerns). Is it too simplistic to assert that godly is holy while
human is not holy? Is holiness, as Ringgren intimates, merely related either to God or the
cult? Several scholars build on the general idea of holiness meaning separation, but slip
into using the term interchangeably with others. Is differentiation the same as separation?
Is distinctness the same as separation? Is purification the same as sanctification? Does
access (of the priests to God) mean separation? Is holiness contagious?

In the past 20 years or so, as scholars have continued their work, they have begun
to address some of these dilemmas and shortcomings. Their ideas have expanded our
understanding into areas beyond God and the cult, while narrowing its focus into more
specific descriptions. Before entering into an explanation of several of these ideas,
however, it is necessary to take a step back and look at the cultural and etymological

roots of the gedushah and determine exactly how it was used in the Bible.
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Chapter 3:

Biblical and Cultural Roots

It should be clear from the sheer volume of scholarly attempts to define gedushah
that “the etymology of the root gds and its derivative is still unresolved.”® One of the
reasons it is so difficult to find an adequate definition for holiness is that “gds has no
synonyms.”® Levine reminds us that “the Semitic root g-d-sh has a history which
considerably antedates the biblical period. Most significant are cognates in Akkadian and
Ugaritic ... [and] the etymology of ¢-d-sh remains uncertain.”®® Even if all this is true,
the linguistic and cultural connections will add to our foundational understanding of what

the Tanakh meant in its use of g.d.sh.
History of the root ¢.d.sh in different languages

Given the fact that our biblical ancestors lived in a region with various competing
and partnering tribes, it is not surprising to learn that many elements of Hebrew have both
roots and cognates in other languages. Specifically, there are many precursors to our use
of g.d.sh which appear throughout the Ancient Near East.

Ringgren, as we by now should expect, provides us with a brief survey of the uses
of g.d.sh in several Semitic languages:

The other Semitic languages give no definite guidance to the

solution of the problem. In the Ras Shamra texts we find Kds as
the name of a deity; bn kds, “son of holiness”, is an epithet of

% Kornfeld, p. 523.
" Kornfeld, p. 527.
8 Levine (1987), p. 242.
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Dan’el 11 D111.4,9); Keret is called bn Ltpn wkds, “son of
Laipan, and a sacred being” (IN K 1-11 1.11). In 1 K 1. 197 kds
denotes the sanctuary of Athirat; and on a small tablet kdsm
seems to be a designation for a class of priests. In Phoenician

K.d sh is used as an epithet of the gods; in the causative form the
verb is used about the consecration of an altar. In Punic X.d.m.¢
K.d sh.t is “holy first fruit”. Some other similar examples only
show that the word here had much the same meaning as in
Hebrew, and was used in the same cases. In Palmyrenian
inscriptions 4.k.d.sh is “to consecrate, dedicate™. There are four
instances of the Arabic verb in the Koran, three of them in the
pass. Part. Twice (20:12, 79:16) it is used about the sacred valley
where Moses saw the burning bush, the third instance speaks of
Canaan as the holy land. The commentary of Baidawi explains
the passage 20:12 in the following way: Moses is ordered to take
off his shoes, because they are dirty and the valley is called
sacred in order to enforce its venerability. For the word “sacred”
comprises both meanings, i.e. purity and veneration .... (i]jn
Ethiopic it means “to declare holy, to sanctify, to consecrate™ ....
the use of the word is clearly influenced by Biblical language;
perhaps it is an Aramaic loan-word. In Accadian the root k.d.s is
not very common. According the Bezold, the verb kadasu is used
about a god in the meaning “to be terrible”, in I:2 it means “to
purity, sanctify, consecrate”. The adjective kuddusu is used in
parallelism with ellu and ebbu, and consequently it seems to
mean “ bright, shining, pure”. Brightness seems to have been a
constitutive idea in the Accadian conception of holiness .... [t]his
investigation proves that the idea of withdrawal, or separation, is
not always very prominent; the meaning “pure” also deserves
attention, though it is derived by Arabian lexicographers from the
sense first mentioned, and in Arabic it may be due to Christian or
Jewish influence.%’

Unfortunately, as is also typical, Ringgren does not provide much analysis with
his survey. As a result, we must turn to other scholars to help us fill in some of the
details. Levine takes us back to some of the earliest usages, and explicates the different
ways in which the root was used:

The Akkadian verb gadashu is only one of the equivalents listed
for Sumerian UD [which is the usual comparison in

Mesopotamian lexical texts], a word which exhibits broad
semantic range. Other Akkadian equivalents of UD include ellu,

 Ringgren, pp. 4-6.
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“pure, clean, clear,” ebbu, “clean,” and namru, “bright” .... (t}he
word UD also has as an equivalent Akkadian wrru, “light,
daylight,” as well as umu, “day, daytime.” .... The intensive form
of the Akkadian verb is quddushu, “to purify, consecrate,” and
normally describes the processes of ritual and magical
sanctification. These did not differ in procedure from similar rites
performed within the Israelite cuit and conveyed by the cognate
Hebrew form, giddesh. Sanctification was accomplished by
means of sacrifice, unction, the recitation of prayers and
incantations, and by the investiture of priests, the dedications of
statues, etc. In short, Akkadian quddushu describes the whole
array of activities usually connected with the attribute of
holiness.”

Although Levine finds great similarities between the typical Priestly usage of
holiness and earlier sources, he also notes that Akkadian presents g.d sh in a different
sense:

The general impression is that the attested forms of Akkadian
gadashu connote effects or processes. They describe the
brilliance or aura surrounding gods and kings, or characterize
processes relevant to cleansing and purification. These forms do
not signify an inherent mana. This is an important point, because
further on we will have occasion to suggest that monotheistic
writers in ancient Israel found the root g-d-sh particularly
appropriate for characterizing the God of Israel, for the very
reason, perhaps, that it did not inevitably denote physical
properties.

Aside from these earliest roots, we find similar uses in Ugaritic and other Western
Semitic languages:

All the gds derivatives [in Ugaritic] occur without question in
religious contexts, including ritual instructions and mythological
texts. The term gds is used to describe the gods themselves as
well as everything associated more intimately with them,
belonging to them in nature, or consecrated and thus associated
with them by human beings .... [t]he expression bn gds refers
primarily to members of the heavenly assembly and can be
translated as “son of holiness,” “son of the gods,” or simply
“gods,” “holy ones” .... [t]he term gdsm refers to a priestly class,

™ Levine (1987), p. 242.
" Levine (1987), pp. 242-3.
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more specifically to the cultic servants supporting the priests in
the temple .... [t]he term gds describes Ba’al’s voice, i.e., thunder
as an expression of divine power; it also describes the cup, s
qds, reserved for the gods, and the citadel, #lm gds .... [f]inally
qds frequently refers to a sanctuary, the locus of encounter
between gods and human beings, often as the preformative
construction mgdst .... In West Semitic inscriptions gds as a verb
means “consecrate” or “consecrate oneself”, though not “clean,
purify” as in Akkadian texts. One consecrated oneself to the
deity, animals, or objects. One could also, however, consecrate or
dedicate thin%s to other persons, particularly graves to
descendants.

In addition to the fact that “the root k-d-sh is attested to in Phoenician, Akkadian,

0Old Babylonian, Ugaritic, Arabic, and Ethiopic”"'3 in a cuitic sense and also with

meanings related to separation and shining, we find that

There is a whole class of meanings for k-d-s4 related to
professional titles, especially of priests and priestesses. In
Ugaritic administrative lists, k-d-sh-m had the sense of “priest or
cultic servitor.” In Old Babylonian, kadishtu (Heb. kedesha) is a
class of priestess. However, the same term in Akkadian and
Hebrew signifies a prostitute; this may have become an epithet
deriving from the role of a priestess in orgiastic rites of fertility
cults. [Levine, Kedusha in Encyclopedia Judaica] Later, the
meaning seems to have been expanded to divine beings, holy
persons, sacred places, cultic objects, rites and celebrations. In
Ugaritic m-k-d-sh-t has the same sense of the Hebrew word
mikdash, that is, tabernacle or temple, while k-d-sh-t means
“goddess” or “holy one.” This is attested to in Hebrew where -d-
sh is in poetic parallelism with the word e/, “deity.” Thus, the
appellation “Kadosh Yisrael” may mean “deity of Israel.”
Unfortunately, the usage of k-d-sh referring to place, person or
object does not help us to uncover its etymology, since they are
both “set apart” and “pure, clean.””

2 Kornfeld, pp. 524-5.
 Diamond, p. 78.
 Diamond, pp. 79-80.
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The idea of holiness from other cultures

Besides the purely linguistic roots for ¢.d.sh that we find in other languages, some
of the basic concepts that our biblical writers may have incorporated into their ideas
about holiness appeared earlier in other cultures. Robertson Smith’s early monograph,
Lectures on the religion of the Semites (1889) spurred the idea that the biblical ideas of
“holiness™ and “uncleanness” grew out of “a primitive conception of taboo. Taboo is that
which is loaded with force, that in which there is mana. Belief in gods has developed out
of the idea of mana, the mysterious power, and the notion of holiness out of taboo,
though there are also survivals of old taboo prescriptions in the conception of
uncleanness.”” At the same time, the fact that holiness is so often bound up with God
prevents us from declaring it a direct outgrowth of taboo. There are, however, much
closer comparisons from the region.

Ross notes that in many ancient cultures people set apart community property for
religious use, and these areas of worship were often considered holy. These sacred spaces
“separated what was considered common or profane (outside the perimeter) from the holy
shrine itself. Religious people believed that the mysterious presence of their deity
dwelling among them required space in order to safeguard against encroachment.””® This
concept seems to fit well with some of the scholarly ideas presented earlier. Moreover,
these

Holy places were not arbitrarily chosen. They were places where
people believed that the deity was present or could be found.

They were usually places where a religious experience had been
reported or the deity had been manifested .... [i]n antiquity high

7 Ringgren, p. 3.
" Ross, p. 22.

Page 30 of 155




places and mountains provided fitting locations for shrines
because they elevated the ritual from the earth to the heavens, to
the dwelling of God or gods .... Babylonian deities assembled on
a holy mountain to fix destinies ... Mount Lebanon and Mount
Sirion were known as holy mountains from Canaanite and Hittite
times .... For Israel what made these mountains truly holy was
the presence of the living God, first at Sinai in the making of the
covenant, and then on Zion in taking up residence among his
people. To his holy mountain the people went to worship with
sacrifices and offerings; and at that holy hill they saw the
evidence of his power and glory (Ps. 42:4; 63:2).”

And just as the Migdash was the center of much biblical holiness, other cultures
built sanctuaries and shrines in the lofty regions of their lands:

Old Mesopotamian temples were built on high terraces shaped
like pyramids, which eventually took the shape of the many-
storied ziggurat of Babylonian architecture ... those temples were
the actual buildings where all the worship and ritual took place.
In ancient Mesopotamia they were often built in the pattern of
large houses, providing the places where the gods “resided” ...
priests alone could enter the holy rooms to serve the deities .... It
should come as no surprise that the Israelite tabernacle and later
temple were constructed with similar features. The tabernacle
stood within a protective courtyard; inside was the holy place,
and behind that was the most holy place .... [t]he living God
manifested his presence in the innermost holy room where his
glory dwelled, covered by the tent and veiled by the curtain.”®

Etymology

When we finally begin talk about the etymology of the Hebrew root ¢.d.sh, then,
we must consider cultural, historical, and linguistic background. Hebrew, while similar,
is a different language, and biblical society was a different culture from those
surrounding it. Jacob Milgrom notes that 7um ’a and gedusha (impurity and holiness) are

semantic opposites. Since “gedusha resides with God, it is imperative for Israel to control

" Ross, pp. 22-24.
7 Ross, pp. 24-25.
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the occurrence of impurity lest it impinge on the realm of the holy God. The forces pitted

against each other in the cosmic struggle are no longer the benevolent and demonic
deities that populate the mythologies of Israel’s neighbors but the forces of life and death
set loose by humans themselves through their obedience to or defiance of God’s
commandments.”” Whereas some the ideas and language may have similar roots, the fact
is that the biblical outlook was different than its neighbors.

Baruch Schwartz picks up on one of our primary difficulties when he says that
“the discussion of sanctity or holiness in the Bible is liable to fall into the trap of

supposing that the English synonyms ‘sacred’ and ‘holy’, and their equivalent terms in

other Western languages, are translations of Hebrew terms that convey the same idea.”*’

In other words, the way we use a word like “holiness” may not connect directly to the
Hebrew gedushah that we are attempting to translate. In fact, Schwartz argues that there
are two distinct meanings for q.d.sh. in Tanakh and that this reflects two distinct
etymological paths. He calls the two roots “qds I and “gds II” and gives one a relational
definition, with the second getting an ontological one:

The first and more familiar of the two has the sense of
“separated,” “belonging to,” “designated for.” It is this use which
is approximated by the terms “holy” and “sacred” and their
synonyms and derivatives .... [t}he second meaning for gds is
“clean,” “purified”, This is less common but by no means rare. It
occurs a bit less in early texts and becomes somewhat more
widespread in later ones .... wherever the root gds occurs in this
sense its meaning is unmistakable; it refers to washing,
laundering and refraining from sexual activity in order to achieve
a state of bodily cleanness, and by extension to the removal of
idolatrous objects metaphorically thought of as “pollutants” in
order to “purify” the Temple and its precincts .... the acts of
purification it includes do not consecrate, that is they do not
confer any lasting status of belonging to the divine sphere. Thus,

7 Milgrom (2000), p. 32.
5 Schwartz, p. 47.
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texts in which gds 1l appears have nothing whatsoever to do with
the discussion of what is approximately translated by “holy” or
“sacred”.%!

Schwartz identifies another difficulty, namely that when we used terms like
“sacred” and “holy” in Western languages, we always use them to express value.
Something holy is “better” than something which is not, and it is generally “thought of as
pertaining to that which is of the highest ethical or moral order or possessing supreme

religious importance. In particular, holy persons are distinguished by the greatest possible

piety or ethical standards. As used in the Hebrew Bible, on the other hand, the root gds

does not convey any value judgment at all.”®

As stated previously, a definitive etymology for ¢.d sh remains elusive, and even
controversial within the field. As just one example,

Interpreters have not accepted Luzzato’s suggestion that gds
might be a combination of ygd (“burn”) and ‘es (“fire”) such that
yequd ‘esh (“burned in fire”) might originally have referred to the
burnt offering and subsequently to anything consecrated to the
glorification of God. By contrast most interpreters concur with
Baudissin’s thesis that the likely presence of biconsonantal root
forms prompts us to understand the ¢d in gds as having the basic
meaning “separate, sunder,” analogous to Ad in hds, “new” in the
sense of “separated from the old.” Although this thesis seems to
support linguistically the widespread view that gds means
“separated, isolated, different from the surroundings,” some
scholars raised objections. The notion of “separating” is attested
largely by pr-constructions; an original meaning of “separated”
for gds would then be only a derived one.**

Not surprisingly, it seems that the most promising route for discerning an
adequate biblical definition for holiness will be to analyze its use within the text itself,

while keeping the various suggestions in mind.

8! Schwartz, pp. 47-48.
82 Schwartz, p. 49.
8 Komnfeld, p. 523.
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Where does q.d.sh show up in Tanakh?

Even Ringgren noticed that “the most numerous instances [of the words for ‘holy’
or ‘holiness’ can be found] in the collections of laws — esp. the cult legislation — and in
two prophetic books, viz. Isaiah and Ezekiel. In Gen. the root k.d.sh is used only once
(2:3), nor is the notion of holiness — as is natural — very frequent in the other narrative
literature of the OT.”® According to W. Kornfeld, writing in the Theological Dictionary
of the Old Testament,

Muller lists the distribution of the 842 occurrences of the Heb.
Root gds in the OT. Significant concentrations are found in the
books of Leviticus (152), Ezekiel (105), and Exodus (102),
followed by Numbers (80), Isaiah (73), and Psalms (65). It occurs
48 times in the Dtr History but then 120 times in the Chronicler’s
History, including 60 in 2Chronicles alone. The root does not
occur in Nahum, Ruth, Canticles, and Esther. Strikingly,
Jeremiah does not use the root very often {only 19 times), nor
does wisdom literature at large (5 in Job, 3 in Proverbs, 1 in
Ecclesiastes). The Aram. gaddis, “holy, sacred,” occurs 13 times,
but only in the Aramaic portions of Daniel.

And while we have noted that there are no direct synonyms for g.d.sh, “roughly
synonymous Hebrew roots include bdl, ‘to divide’; ank, ‘to dedicate’; hrm, ‘severely
dedicate; put under ban’; rwn, ‘contribute, devote’; nzr, ‘separate, consecrate’”%

Although this analysis does not discuss antonyms, contrasts to g.d.sh. will be addressed

later in this work,

* Ringgren, pp. 6-7.
% Komfeld, p. 527.
% Wright, p. 237.
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Text-based distribution of ¢.d.sh in Tanakh

Kornfeld and Ringgren approach the uses of g.d.sh based on which text they
appear in and demonstrate briefly how different texts within Tanakh use g.d.sh. Although
there is no consensus regarding exactly which texts belong to which element in the
Documentary Hypothesis, many scholars rely on this as a generally-accepted (if debated
in the details) and effective way to break up the text. Less contentious would be to merely
refer to each text within Tanakh as having its own integrity —~ no one can debate that
Leviticus or Isaiah, for example, have been passed down within Tanakh as complete units
by whatever redactor was at work in crafting the final flow of the text. Nonetheless, it is
not my intention here to address the debate about which texts may belong to which
writer(s); rather, my goal is to present one idea of how holiness is distributed throughout
various clements in the text so that we can add this analysis to our basic understanding of

how q.d.sh. is used in Tanakh. ¥

e Jtexts prior to the revelation to Moses in Ex. 3 avoid all gds derivatives.
Although these texts maintain gades as a place-name (Gen. 14:7; 16:14; 20:1),
they use it to refer neither to sacrificial offerings (4:3-5; 8:20; 22:2) nor to places
where the patriarchs encountered God (12:6; 21:33). Gen. 28:17 does not
constitute an exception, since after dreaming of the heavenly ladder Jacob calls

the place “nora”, “awesome,” but not gados .... [o]nly in Gen. 38:6-24 does J use

# This entire section represents the work of Kornfeld (J texts) and Ringgren (beginning with E, D, and Dtr
History texts and continuing through the end) in the Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, pp. 529-
542,
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a qds derivative to describe Judah’s daughter-in-law as gedesa, “consecrated” (vv.
21-22), albeit without ascribing to her any religious consecration .... J uses a gds
derivative for the first time in Ex. 3:5 to qualify something as “holy/consecrated.”
At the mount of God, Yahweh tells Moses that he may not come any closer to the
bush and must remove his sandals because he is standing on “admat qodes.”
Eliade adduces this prohibition to support his thesis regarding inherent danger in
the holy; for this nonhomogenous space must be set apart as a sacred area (taboo)
.... EX. 19:10-15 is generally ascribed to J. Yahweh instructs Moses and the
people how to prepare for the theophany. Moses is to consecrate the people ... the
clear subject of gds piel (wegiddastam, wayeqaddes) is Moses .... God wishes to
encounter Israel under certain circumstances. Moses consecrates the people, i.e.,
places them into a condition allowing them to approach God safely.
E, D, Dtr History

o Dt. 26:19 enjoins Israel as Yahweh’s people to keep his commandments in order
to be holy/consecrated to Yahweh. Finally, Dt. 28:9 makes Israel’s status as
“holy” directly dependent on its keeping the commandments. The meaning thus
fluctuates between ethical obedience, abstinence from what is impure, and
worship of the one God. All these conditions lead to a proper relationship with
God.

e Several passages show that “sanctifying” or “making holy” can also mean “give
over to Yahweh’s possession.” Ex. 13:2 stipulates that one should “sanctify” or
“consecrate” the firstborn (piel) .... Dt. 15:19 uses the hiphil in a similar context

... according to Dt. 26:13 the firstfruits are godes.
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The Sinai pericope (Ex. 19) recounts how Moses was to “sanctify” (piel) the
people in preparation for meeting God on the mountain .... vv. 20-24 stipulate
that priests (!) “who approach Yahweh” must consecrate themselves (hithpael)
“lest Yahweh break out against them” (v. 22). Moses is to set limits around the
mountain and sanctify it (piel) in the sense of declaring it holy and thus
unapproachable. Contact with the holy is dangerous for the unauthorized, whence
the imposition of limits around the mountain.

On the whole the Dtr History presents a similar picture. First of all, as Joshua
explains at the assembly at Shechem, god is a holy (pl.) and jealous God, which is
why one must serve him alone (Josh. 24:19). As Hannah says in her song, no one

is gados like Yahweh (1Sam. 2:2).

P uses gds primarily in the cuitic sense .... the most fundamental stipulation is
that “you must distinguish between the holy and the common (kol), and between
the unclean and the clean.”

The altar is to be anointed and consecrated (gds), making it godes godasim, “most
holy.” Anyone who touches it becomes holy (Ex. 29:36-7; 40:9; cf. Lev. 8:10; Nu.
7:1). The holy itself is contagious, prompting caution in dealing with it; anyone
approaching too close to the most holy will die (Nu. 4:19-20).

The verb in the piel means to “sanctify” or “place into a condition of holiness” ....
the hiphil form denotes the transfer of gifts to God in the sense of consecrating or
dedicating something to him, placing it as his disposal (Ex. 28:38; Lev. 22:2-3;

27:14-26) .... the use of gds in P emphasizes a certain static element. The
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dynamic and dangerous elements are bound and in a way controlled by strict

regulations. Even though /e makes gados into a relational term, the impression is
that holiness is increasingly understood as a static, enduring characteristic. What
is holy and what is profane are to be strictly distinguished, with the latter not
allowed to come into contact with the former, though certain precautionary
measures do allow it to be employed in one’s dealings with the holy.
Chronicler’s History

e The Chronicler never applies the adj. gados to God, but only to people (Levites in
2 Ch. 35:3) or things (festival days, Neh. 8:9-10) consecrated to Yahweh .... the
most holy place in the temple is called godes godasim (1Ch. 6:34; 2Ch. 3:8, 10;
4:22; 5:7); the same expression refers to the most holy gifts or sacrifices (2Ch.
31:14; Ezr. 2:63; Neh 7:65) and to the consecrated priests (hiphil, 1Ch. 23:13) ....
Ezr. 9:2 is of particular importance in its assertion that the “holy seed has mixed
itself with the people of the lands,” implying that the Israelites as a holy people

should not mix with pagans.

e Only once does gados refer to people. “Whoever is left in Zion and remains in
Jerusalem will be called holy” (4:3), a statement probably referring to the
sacrosanct, untouchable status of the remnant rather than to their purification
through judgment.

o The divine epithet gedos yisra’el is also of central importance for Deutero-Isaiah,

who associates it first of all with the idea of creation .... God’s holiness
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constitutes a basic theme of the book of Isaiah. Most of the remaining occurrences

of gds follow the general use of this term elsewhere in the OT.

Jeremiah

Surprisingly, the root gds does not occur very often in the book of Jeremiah ....
three passages portray hostile attacks on Israel as acts of holy war (an expression
otherwise explicitly associate with gds only in 1Sam. 21). “Sanctify (piel) a war
against Zion” (6:4); “I will consecrate destroyers against you” (22:7); “consecrate
the nations for war against her” (51:27, 28). Rather than representing “archaic
usage,” this usage more likely ironically portrays Yahweh’s punishment as a holy
war. Jer. 12:3 also uses higdis figuratively. Jeremiah asks Yahweh to “consecrate”
his enemies “for the day of slaughter,” i.e., just as one consecrates sacrificial

animals.

Ezekiel

A quite specific aspect of the holy emerges in Ezekiel. Yahweh’s holy name has
been profaned (ki) because his people Israel have been dispersed among the
nations ... for the sake of his holy name, however, he will rescue his people and
lead them back to his land, thereby sanctifying his name again .... He shows
himself holy by establishing his power and glory ... victory over their enemies
and the gathering of the dispersed people demonstrate Yahweh’s holiness to thee
nations (20:41; 28:25) and lead to an acknowledgment of his status as Yahweh
and of his ability to impose his will and fulfill his promises (20:41-42; 28:22;

36:23; 38:23; cf. 39:7).
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« In general, then, Ezekiel places great importance on the holiness of both the
temple and cultic acts, and emphasizes more than other authors the importance of
maintaining the distinction between the holy and the common or unclean.

Minor Prophets

» The few occurrences of gds in the Minor Prophets do not allow a characterization
of the individual prophets. [In] Amos ... God’s holiness is what constitutes his
divine being .... Hos. 11:9 draws attention to God’s otherness. Israel’s God will
not vent his wrath because he is God and not a human being; he is the “Holy One
in your midst.” In 12:1 the expression gedosim seems to be functioning as a
divine epithet (constructed similar to elohim); Judah remains faithful to the Holy
One .... Mic. 3:5 speaks of the false prophets who declare holy war) ....
Habakkuk calls Yahweh “my God, my Holy One” .... Joel twice uses the
expression har godes (2:1; 4:17) .... Haggai engages in a peculiar dispute
concerning the holy and the common. The holy allegedly does not make that
which comes into contact with it holy, though something unclean does indeed
make that which comes into contact with it unclean (2:11-13) .... Zech. 14:5

anticipates Yahweh’s advent, “and all the holy ones with him,” referring to his

heavenly entourage, perhaps the earliest reference to holy angels.
Psalms
e Occurrences of gados are not always clear. The “holy ones in the land” in 16:3 are
probably the gods from whom the psalmist has turned away. The “holy ones” who

fear Yahweh in 34:10 seem to be devout believers .... [flrequent expressions

include har godes, the “holy mountain,” as a reference to Zion; the mount on
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which Yahweh dwells participates in his holiness .... God’s godes is his essence,
that by which he swears (89:36) ... hence the Psalms focus on God’s own
holiness and on his presence in the sanctuary.
Wisdom
e Not surprisingly, wisdom authors do not use the term gds frequently.

Daniel
e In the Hebrew portions of the book of Daniel, godes refers in several instances to

the sanctuary (8:13-14; 9:24, 26); reference is also made to the “holy mountain”
(9:16, 20) and the “holy city” (9:24) .... the “holy covenant” is the covenant with
God (11:28, 30). Israel is the “holy people” (12:7) or the “people of the holy

ones” (8:24). By contrast, in 8:13 the “holy ones™ are angels.

Taxonomy of q.d.sh use in Tanakh

Writing in the Anchor Bible Dictionary, David Wright takes a very different
approach from Komfeld and Ringgren. Rather than sorting by text, Wright surveys q.d.sh
in Tanakh based on the ways it is used. He breaks down every instance of ¢.d.sh into six
“major loci and Degrees of Holiness: 1. Divine Beings, 2. Humans, 3. Objects, 4. Places,
5. Time, 6. Miscellaneous.”®® Again, while some of Wright’s specific judgments are
debatable, the intent of this section is to demonstrate another way that a scholar has

distinguished the various forms that ¢.d.sh. takes throughout Tanakh.

% This entire taxonomy comes from Wright, pp. 237-44.
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1. Divine Beings.
a. God.

The P and non-P writings both consider God the ideal manifestation, indeed the
source, of holiness. Holiness is not inherent in creation but comes by God’s
dictates. He sanctifies or sets apart the Sabbath (Gen 2:3; Exod 20:11), Israel and
its priests (Exod 29:44; 31:13; Lev 21:8, 15; 22:9, 16; Ezek 20:12; 37:28; cf. also
Exod 29:43), classes of creation like the firstborn (Num 3:13; 8:17; cf. also Exod
29:43), and sanctuaries (Exod 29:44; 1Kgs 9:3, 7: 2Chr 7:16, 20; 30:8: 36:14).
But if he is the sources of holiness for creations, creation — specifically his people
— must maintain God’s holiness and his name’s holiness which, in this context,
are nearly synonymous with his honor, reputation, and glory.

Should the people sin, God or his name becomes desecrated and his holy spirit, an
aspect of his character, is grieved and may abandon them (Isa 63:10, 11; Ps 51:13)
The people are charged to emulate God’s holiness by keeping the commandments
(Lev 11:44, 45; 19:2; 20:26; cf. 20:26).

God sustains and displays his sanctity through miraculous acts and punishments
(Isa 5:16; Ezek 20:41; 28:22, 25; 36:23; 38:16, 23; 39:7, 25-27; Hab 3:3; Ps
111.9; cf. God’s “holy arm” in Isa 52:10; Ps 98:1). God, as holy, is above any
competitors and is eternal (Exod 15:11; 1Sam 2:2; Isa 40:25; 57:15; Hos 11:9;
Hab 1:12) ... the title “Holy One of Israel” reflects this supremacy.

Subordinate divine beings are also described as holy (Zech 14:5; Ps 16:3; 89:6, 8;

Job 5:1; 15:15; Dan 4:10, 14, 20; 8:13; cf. Deut 33:2).
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2. Humans. a. Priests.
e Several points indicate that the high priest has a higher degree of holiness than

undistinguished priests ... a less holy class of priests among the descendants of
Aaron are those with physical defects. While they are still holy enough to eat
most holy offerings,, they are prohibited from serving at the altar or in the tent
(Lev 21:16-23).

e The Chronicles designate Aaron and his sons as “most holy” (1Chr 23:13), in
apparent contrast to the Levites whom it calls “holy” (2Chr 23:6; 35:3). The
priests’ holiness aillows them access to the temple, to offer incense, and to attend
to and guard the sanctums (1Sam 7:1; Ezra 8:28; 1Chr 23:13; 2Chr; 23:6; 26:18).

b. Israelites

e [n P, lay Israelites do not share the same holy status as priests ... yet though they
are denied priestly holiness attained through inaugural rites and genealogical
right, they are charged to achieve another type of holiness: that which comes by

| obedience.

i o While in P holiness is a responsibility ensuing from God choosing Israel, in D it is

' the resultant state of God’s choosing the Israclites which they must attain. D calls

' the people holy in the present tense (Deut 7:6; 14:2, 21). In the related P passages
only God is called holy in the present, not the people (Lev 11:41, 45; 19:2; 20:26).

e Those who suffer or survive punishment or have been redeemed are often called
holy (Isa 4:3; 6:13; 62:12; Obad 17; Dan 7:18, 21-22, 25, 27; 8:24; 12:7). The
people’s holiness can also derive from the presence of the sanctuary among them

(Ezek 37:28; see also Deut 33:3; Isa 43:28).
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c. Nazirites
e Though, according to P, laypersons cannot share in priestly holiness, they could

for a period of time imitate it by taking upon themselves the vow of a Nazirite
(Num 6:1-21).
d. Levites and Firstborn Humans.
¢ Firstborn humans are holy: God dedicated them to himself in Egypt (Num 3:13;
8:17; cf. Exod 13:2) and they must be redeemed as is required with other holy
items (Num 18:15-16; cf. 3:44-51). From this, one would expect the Levites, the
cultic substitutes for the firstborn (Num 3:44-51), to be holy. But P never calls
them such.
e In contrast to P, the Chronicler designates the Levites as holy (2Chr 23:6; 35:3)
... in other passages, all firstborn are described as belonging or being devoted to
God, which intimates they are holy (Exod 13:12-13; 22:28; 34:19-20).
e. Prophets
¢ Only non-P literature speaks of the holiness of prophets, and what it says is
meager: Elisha is called a “holy man of God” (2Kgs 4:9) and God set Jeremiah
apart as a prophet (Jer 1:5).
3. Objects. a. Offerings.
e Offerings fall into two main groups, most holy and lesser. Those called most holy
are the sin or purgation offering, the reparation offering, and the cereal offering,
which includes the bread of presence in the tabernacle (Lev 2:3, 10; 6:10, 18, 22;
7:1,6;10;12, 17; 14:13; 21:22; 24:9; Num 18:9) ... the burnt offering, though not
called most holy, must be included in this class by analogy (cf. Lev 14:13; cf. the

hint in Num 18:9). The priestly consecration offering was probably also
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considered most holy since priests were to eat it in the sanctuary court (Exod

29:31-34; Lev 8:31-32).

b. Sanctuary furniture

Six pieces of cultic furniture are designated most holy: the ark, the incense altar,
lamp stand (or menorah), bread table, the outer or burnt-offering altar, and laver
(Exod 29:37; 30:10, 26-29; 40:10; Num 4:4, 19) ... location, materials, lethality,
and the cultic importance of the pieces suggest a gradation of holiness, with the

ark being the highest, the outer altar and laver being the lowest.

c. Priestly clothing

All priestly clothing is holy, but that of the high priest has an elevated degree of
holiness ... the high priest’s clothing is also holier because it consisted of a
mixture of wool and linen, a holy mixture.

Ezekiel’s clothing is exactly like that of regular priests in P. But in contrast to P,
Ezekiel calls this clothing holy (42:14). This designation reflects a conception
about the clothing not found in P: it has the power to render laypersons who touch

it holy (42:14; 44:19).

d. Real estate

People may dedicate their houses or inherited land (Lev 27:14-25). Doing so
makes them “holy to the Lord,” i.e., the property of the sanctuary and priests (v.
14). Inherited land which is not redeemed and is sold to another becomes “holy to
the Lord” in the jubilee year (v. 21). It is then like a field dedicated as Heb herem

and becomes a priestly holding (cf. v. 28).
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e. Money and Precious Metals and Stones
e Money used to redeem land in the foregoing case is “holy to the Lord” (Lev

27:23). Analogically, all money or precious metals given to the sanctuary would
be holy.
The holiness of dedicated money and booty is well attested outside of P. These
items were put into sanctuary treasuries (Josh 6:17, 19, 24; 2Sam 8:10-12; 1Kngs
7:51; 15:15; 2Kgs 12:5-17; 1Chr 18:9-11; 2Chr 5:1; 15:18; 24:5-14; cf. Ezra 8:24-
29).

f. Mixtures

o Certain mixtures are prohibited: cross-breeding animals, plowing with an ox and

ass together, sowing a field or vineyard with two different types of seeds, and
making or wearing a Heb sa ‘atnez garment, i.e., one made of wool and linen (Lev
19:19: Deut 22:9-11). The reason seems to be that mixtures are holy (Deut 22:9).
This explains in part the holiness of the high priest’s clothing and of the fabric
wall and hangings of the tabernacle which employ a mixture of wool and linen.
Israelites are allowed to use mixtures in one case. They are to wear fringes on the
edges or corners of clothing, normally made of linen, and with a thread of blue,

implicitly of wool, attached (Num 15:37-41; Deut 22:12).
Oil used for anointing priests, the tabemacle, and its furniture had a special and
restricted composition and was holy (Exod 20:22-33; 37:29; Num 35:25).

h. Incense

e Like anointing oil, incense used on the incense altar and on the Day of Atonement

has a unique restricted formula (Exod 30:34-38; cf. Lev 16:12-13). The texts calls
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it “holy” (Exod 30:35, 37), but once calls it “most holy” which is technically more
correct (v. 36).
i. Water
¢ Holy water is mentioned in the ordeal for a woman suspected of committing
adultery (Num 5:17). Water libations (1Sam 7:6; cf. 2Sam 23:16) and the river
flowing from the temple in Ezekiel’s vision (Ezek 47:12; cf. Joel 4:18; Zech 14:8)
may be considered holy.
4. Places. a. Sanctuaries
o Terminology shows a gradation of different parts of the tabernacle ... but the
entire tent structure could be called “most holy” which indicates its collective
holiness is greater than the rest of the sanctuary area (Exod 30:26, 29).
¢ The distribution of furniture, the extent of access to the different parts of the
sanctuary, the materials used in the tabernacle, and anointing rites also display the
structure’s graded holiness. The ark, the most important piece of furniture, is in

the adytum; the incense altar, lamp stand, and bread table are in the shrine; and

the burnt-offering altar and laver, the least holy of the most holy furniture, are in
the court. Similarly, only the high priest, the holiest of Israelites, is allowed in the
adytum; the high priest aided by regular priests performs daily and weekly rites in
the shrine; and the Levites and Israelites, both profane, have access only to the
court.

e Non-P literature mentions cult places and sanctuaries in towns such as Beer-
sheba, Bethel, Gibeon, Gilgal, Hebron, Mizpah (of Benjamin), Nob, Ophrah (of

Abiezer), Ramah (Ramathaim), Shechem, Shiloh, as well as in undefined places.
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These cult places would have been considered holy — if not by particular biblical
book or tradition, which may treat them as illegitimate, at least by worshipers
there.

The entire area of Solomon’s temple, including courts, was called a Heb migdas,
“holy/sanctuary area”.

b. Places of Theophany
e Moses was told to remove his shoes on Sinai because the ground was holy (Exod

3:5; cf. Josh 5:15). The mountain’s hallowed state was due to God’s presence
there (Exod 19:9-25; 24:16-17; Deut 4:10-5:29) — it was “God’s mountain” (1Kgs
19:8; cf. vv. 8-14). Rules that the people purify themselves for the theophany
there (Exod 19:10, 14-15, 22) and not encroach on the mountain’s boundaries on

the penalty of death (vv. 12-13, 17, 21, 23-24) also evidence its sacred character.

Places where God or angels appeared to the patriarchs and others, and where they,

in consequence, set up altars or pillars, may be considered sacred (e.g., Shechem:

Gen 12:6-7; Bethel: 28:10-22; 35:1-5, 9-15; Gideon in Ophrah: Judg 6:20-24).

c. Land of Israel and Jerusalem
¢ Though some of the P laws perhaps hint that the land of Israel is holy (Lev 18:25-

28; Num 35:33-34), only the non-P literature explicitly calls it or its cities such
(Exod 15:13; Isa 64:9; Zech 2:16; Ps 78:54; ¢f. Zech 14:20-21; Ps 114:2; Ezra
9:8; perhaps Josh 5:15). The Heb term har hagqodes, “‘the holy mountain,” and its
variations often refers to the entire land of Israel (Isa 11:9; 57:13; 65:25; Jer
31:23; Obad 16: Zeph 3:11; cf. Isa 27:13; Joel 2:1; Ps 87:1). Other passages imply

the holiness of the land (Josh 22:19; 2Kgs 5:17; Ezek 4:14; Hos 9:3-4; Amos
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7:17; Ps 137:4; Ezra 6:21). More specifically, the city of Jerusalem is called holy

(Isa 48:2; 52:1; Ps 46:5; Dan 9:24; Neh 11:1, 18), and the term har hagqodes:

“the holy mountain” (and variants) can refer particularly to it. Jeremiah speaks in

detail of a promised increase of holiness to be experienced by the city (Jer. 31:38-
40; cf. Zech 14:20-21).
e. Heaven
o As God’s dwelling on earth, namely the sanctuary, is holy, so his dwelling in
heaven is holy. Various Heb terms are used: me’on qodso/qodseka, “his/your holy
habitation” (Deut 26:15; Jer 25:30; Zech 2:17; Ps 68:6; 2Chr 30:27) ... [more].
3. Time. a. Sabbath
e The OT generally calls the Sabbath sacred and describes or prescribes its
sanctification by abstaining from work.
b. Holidays
e P designates certain holidays as Heb migra qodes, perhaps meaning “declaration
of, call for, summoning to holiness” rather than “holy convocation” (cf. Lev 23:2,
4,37).
¢. Jubilee and Sabbatical Year
o The sabbatical year is not called holy but the requirement to not sow or harvest
would indicate it has a holiness similar to the jubilee (Lev. 25:2-7). The
restrictions enforcing rest indicate that these periods of time are holy.,

6. Miscellaneous. a. War
e Several passages speak of “sanctifying” or inaugurating war (Jer 6:4; Joel 4:9;

Mic 3:5). While the verb may simply mean to “prepare,” it may refer to
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performing preparatory rites, including purification. Like the holiness associated
with theophany, it may be the divine presence that makes a war holy.
b. Covenant
e A covenant can be called holy (Dan 11:28, 30) and can be desecrated (Mal 2:10;

Ps 55:21; 89:35; Neh 13:29).
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Chapter 4:

God and holiness

Now that we have established a baseline of early academic understandings of
holiness, we can move into some more recent analysis. Chapters four, five, and six will
present a number of theories that are more nuanced than what we have seen previously.
Still, it will become clear that these theories present tensions and contesting ideas; as a
result, each of these chapters will conclude with a “Response” section in order to
highlight the nature of these differences and analyze some of their relative strengths and
weaknesses.

Certainly the most dominant theme that has come up repeatedly in our earlier
examination of classical academic definitions of holiness and roots of the Hebrew ¢.d.sh
was some sort of connection to God. It would be easy to say, as many scholars have, that
g.d.sh simply represents God, that which belongs to God, or that which is dedicated to or
in relation with God. Indeed, there is plentiful evidence for all of these claims. But I
believe that a thorough examination of g.d.sk in the Tanakh will reveal a more complex

picture.

Biblical scholarship on holiness and God

Exploring what biblical scholarship has to say about the meaning behind the use

of holiness in relation to God will provide an important foundation for our study. To

begin with, many biblical texts appear to provide a direct reason for commanding us to be
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holy: “Israel is commanded to be holy ‘because | YHWH am holy’ (Lev 11:45; 19:2;
20:26; Num 15:40). This recurring motif must be read carefully. According to the
classical interpretation, Israel’s holiness is a matter of imitatio dei. By living up to the
laws in Leviticus 19, it is generally held, Israel imitates the attributes of God, and this is
how it becomes holy.”® However, Schwartz notes that this is actually a midrashic
interpretation which is not supported well by the text itself. in fact,

The charge to be holy occurs invariably in the context of

commanded acts from which the imitation of divine qualities is

patently absent. Is God supposed to honor parents, or to adhere to

the laws of sacrifice? Is refraining from eating the fruit of the first

four years an attribute of the divine? .... [a]jnd while such traits as

love of the stranger and concern for the poor are held to be divine

attributes, this is only outside of the priestly literature; such an

idea couldn’t be farther from H’s mind. Close reading of the texts

reminds us that the Israelites are not told to be holy like God;

rather they are commanded to be holy because He is holy. Their

holiness cannot be like His, it can only be analogous.”
So while this line of reasoning once again makes it clear that our holiness is related to
God’s holiness, it does not help us define what that holiness is.

More to the point is the next argument, which is that holiness comes from God.
According to a common reading of the Priestly tradition, holiness “is an emanation from
the Godhead outward, radiating from the divine abode to whatever is in range and tuned
in to receive it. Impurity is what is exuded by earthly death and its manifestations,
moving inward towards the divine abode and accumulating there unless it is not cleaned
out.””! This conception of holiness assures Israel that within the structure of the Priestly

theology, God’s presence will remain in Israel’s midst as long as Israel takes care of

God’s abode. And the way to do this is to prevent the accumulation of sins and impurity.

¥ Schwartz, p. 56.
% Schwartz, pp. 56-7.
' Schwartz, p. 59.
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Further, the H texts teach us that by keeping God’s laws, all of Israel can have access to

the dynamic holiness which God exudes. Holiness is the benefit of having God in our

presence, and purity is what keeps God with us.*

God’s power

Another compelling argument is that somehow, holiness is related to the need for
humanity to regulate and manage our interaction with God’s power. Baruch Levine
eloquently describes the cultural development that may have led to the biblical writers’
incorporation of power concepts into their system of holiness:

We can consider the relationship between holiness and power, for
sanctification is essentially a quest for power .... [a]t some point
in early antiquity, animism and dynamism were fused in the
notion of god, a latecomer in the history of religious ideas. As
time passed, the god-idea, having become the focus of power
concepts, began to transcend its immanent conceptualization,
with the result that power itself could be perceived as
transcendent. Based on what is known of ancient Near Eastern
civilizations, we can say that the conception of divine power as
transcendent was first formulated within the context of Israelite
monotheism and expressed in the Hebrew Bible; there we learn
that power comes from the God is Israel, who is all-powerful. It
is a moot question as to whether Israelite monotheism, in any of
its phases, allowed for the reality of power that did not come
from the God of Israel, but it is quite certain that it advocated
exclusive reliance on God’s power and thoroughly condemned
reliance on any other presumed source.

The difference between the biblical attitude toward power and the
attitude characteristic of the Mesopotamian religion has been
stated most clearly by Thorkild Jacobsen. His view is presented
in a discussion of a biblical theophany, the episode of the
“burning bush” in Ex. 3:1-5:

%2 Schwartz, p- 59.
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The story makes it clear that God is totally distinct from the
bush out of which he chose to speak to Moses. God
happened, as it were, to sojourn there; but he is altogether
transcendent, and there is nothing but a purely situational,
ephemeral relation with the bush. An ancient
Mesopotamian would have experienced such a
confrontation very differently. He too would have seen and
heard numinous power, but power of, not just in, the bush,
power at the center of its being, the vital force causing it to
be and making it thrive and flourish. He would have
experienced the numinous as immanent.

The Mesopotamian view was common to ancient Near Eastern
religions generally. Israelite monotheism, as reflected even in
early biblical narrative, operated with a predominantly
transcendent conception of God, whereas polytheistic religions
... functioned with a predominantly immanent conception.

We can now pose the question of power in a new perspective:
How, in a transcendent frame of reference, does the holy interact
with divine power? Because power is viewed as transcendent, not
immanent, its presence or availability cannot be taken for
granted. For power to be present, God must be present. To a
limited degree, the same dynamic operates even within the
framework of immanence, but when access to power is restricted
to one, transcendent being, there is bound to be more anxiety
about securing it! From the perspective of the divine, holiness is
God’s preferred way of relating to the religious community. To
the extent that the community does things “God’s way,” so to
speak, its benefits increase. In contrast, God is alienated by
unholiness, such as is generated by the failure to sanctify what
stands in an intimate relation to Him. In such an event, God
becomes enraged and either abandons the community or punishes
it severely, even to the point of destroying it; in other words, He
denies it power.

Holiness thus becomes a necessity if the community is to receive
the power it wants or needs. Holiness is the way to deal with
God’s power. One of the functions of an organized religion is,
therefore, to identify what should be sanctified; in other words, to
set down procedures for dealing with God’s power. This sort of
activity encourages God to be “present” in the human community
and enhances the “potent”-ialities of the human-divine
encounter.”

% Levine (1987), pp. 248-50.
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Power, of course, can be at the same time enticing and scary, helpful and harmful.
One scholar describes it well, saying that “[holiness] draws a circle around the people so
that they are grouped apart from other peoples; but it also distances them from God. In
part, as with a nuclear reactor, one is both drawn to God because of his power, because of

his mystery, yet also one is included to turn and move away for self protection.”*

In fact, we can imagine that in the biblical context, there was great anxiety about
meriting God’s holiness and securing the benefits of God’s presence. Qur ancestors likely
believed that

Without God life is incredibly precarious, be it present life in the
form of rain and cattle to future life in the form of progeny. In
this sense, God’s power is like water in a desert, a scarce
resource, precariously obtained and maintained. Access to power
can often mean life and order, alienation from power, death and
chaos. According to this view, holiness can have two meanings.
First, holiness can be synonymous with divine power. Holy
objects, people or places are somehow imbued with this
dangerous but life-giving divine power and must be defily
treated. “Holiness is a term for power ... these manifestations of
power are without specific moral content, yet in courts of time
the conduct of man is inseparably related to his understanding of
how he is to deal with the Holy, with that revelation of power in
his midst the reality of which is indubitable.” (W. Taylor Smith
and Walter J. Harrelson, “Holiness” in Dictionary of the Bible,
1963, p. 387) This interpretation is understandable, given that
mere contact with or proximity to holy objects can be lethal ....
[t]hese irruptions (sic) of power (Nadav & Abihu in Lev. 10:1-3
and Uza touching the ark in II Samuel 6:6f) may be understood as
raw, undirected power which, if not properly channeled, is
incredibly dangerous. Holiness can also be understood as the
method through which humanity can safely interact with God’s
power,

% Thomas M. Raitt, “Holiness and Community in Leviticus 19:2ff,” Proceedings. Eastern Great Lakes and
Midwest Bible Societies 4, 1984.
% Diamond, pp. 83-84.

Page 55 of 155




We may quibble with the idea that God’s power vis-a-vis Nadav and Abihu was

“undirected,” but the point remains that if humanity is to utilize God’s power for our

benefit, there must be a system for interacting safely and effectively with that power.
Although “the paradox of holiness as a system for relating to God’s power is that

it both distances the people from power while allowing them access,””

it also begins to
provide us with a link between God’s holiness and Israel’s quest for holiness. Many
scholars insist that in one way or another, holiness flows from God to the world and
humanity. But just as we may view holiness as a system by which humanity deals with
God’s power, we might notice that the use of holiness is 7anakh is not so simple as cases

of God providing power or holiness to humanity. In fact, there are some startling

examples of the opposite!

Sanctifying God

If God is, indeed, holy, permanently holy, and/or the source of holiness, then it
would be counterintuitive to suggest that God could be “made holy.” Although in English
we use a more neutral term like “sanctified,” which makes it sounds like something other
than holiness may be involved, in Hebrew when we come across a term such as nigdashti
(Lev. 22:32) it is actually saying “I was made or became holy.” But we should reasonably
ask, “who and what has the power to sanctify? Clearly God can consecrate persons,

things and places, while Moses is but an agent of God in sanctifying persons and

things.”®” Surprisingly, it seems that priests, too, have “the power to sanctify the offerings

% Diamond, p. 85.
9 Kugler, p. 11.
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made by the laity and by the priests themselves.””® Taking it even further, however, it

becomes clear that “Leviticus 17-26 grants [the power to make holy] to all Israelites as
well. Not only are the people of Israel commanded to be holy (11:44-45; 19:2; 20:7, 26);
they are also to sanctify themselves (11:44; 20:7), their sacrifices (22:2-3), and the jubilee
year (25:10). While Leviticus 1-16 carefully avoids using the verbs derived from k.d.sh to
describe the actions of ordinary Israelites, Leviticus 17-26 applies it to them
enthusiastically.””
The idea that humanity has the power to make holy is not an aberration limited to

a single passage or section. In fact, we find that

There is a curious interaction between the human and the divine

with respect to holiness. Thus, in Exodus 20:8, the Israelites are

commanded to sanctify the Sabbath and to make it holy; and yet

verse 11 of the same commandment states that it was God who

declared the Sabbath day holy. Similarly, God declared that Israel

had been selected to become His holy people; but this declaration

was hardly sufficient to make Israel holy .... [t]he same

interaction is evident, therefore, in the commandment to sanctify

the Sabbath, with God and the Israelite people acting in tandem

so as to realize the holiness of this occasion.'®

It would appear that not only is God not solely responsible for holiness, but that

humanity and God must come together in some way in order to create holiness. Even this,
however, is not the most striking revelation to the question of who creates holiness. In
Numbers 20:12, God tells Moses and Aaron that they will not be allowed to lead the
Israelites into the Promised Land. The reason, however, is because in the episode with

water from the rock, they did not “make God holy in the eyes of the Children of Israel.” It

is not simply that they did not trust in God, they were required to make God holy!

o8 Kugler, p. 11.
% Kugler, p. 16.
1% Levine (1989), p. 256
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Pushing the concept even further, we might find that,

This idea is taken to its logical conclusion in the concluding
verses of Leviticus 22, which state that the performance of the
commandments also enables God’s own holiness to be manifest,
which failure to perform them is a profanation of His name. Vv.
31-32: “You shall observe My commandments, and perform
them: [ am YHWH. You shall not profane My holy name, that I
may be sanctified in the midst of the Israelite people — I YHWH
sanctify you.” The verb weniqdasti conveys that YHWH’s
holiness will be demonstrated and thereby acknowledged. He
sanctifies them by His presence if they keep His laws, and this in
turn is what perpetuates His own holiness.'®'

We find in this passage from Leviticus 22:32 “the radical claim that God is made
holy among the people of Israel; the implication is that the people have a consecrating
effect on God.”' Although much of our previous analysis indicates that God is the
source of consecrating power, it appears that

We do share a characteristic with God, that we mutually separate
the other from members of its kind; We separate God from other
gods to enter into an exclusive relationship with Him, and God
separates Israel from other peoples to enter into a(n exclusive)
relationship with God. As we have seen, maintaining an
exclusive relationship is associated with holiness .... Israel is
holy in that it has been separated from all other peoples to have
an exclusive relationship with this God. Conversely, God is holy

because he has been separated from all the other Gods to have a(n
exclusive) relationship with Israel'%

Isaiah
One of the iconic uses of q.d.sh can be found in the Book of Isaiah. While various

prophets present diverse characterizations of holiness, Isaiah’s voice on holiness is the

most pronounced. For Isaiah, holiness is a central concept and a term that is used

19" Schwartz, pp. 57-58.
192 Kugler, p. 16.
1% Diamond, pp. 95-6.
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frequently as an epithet for God. Levine notes that “there are more biblical instances of
gadosh in the meanings deity, angel, holy person’ than are normally recognized.”'®
Although Isaiah 6:3 shows up in our liturgy and is very familiar to even common readers,
and even though it is recognized as an acclamation for God, it is often translated in a
manner that obscures its intended meaning. Levine instructs that

The first line of the trisagion is usually rendered: “Holy, Holy,

Holy; the LORD of Hosts,” or “Holy, Holy, Holy is the LORD of

Hosts.” But S.D. Luzzatto (1800 — 1865) came closer to a correct

understanding of this verse in his Italian rendering of Isaiah 6:3:

“Holy One, Holy One, Holy One; He is the Lord Sabaot” ....

[this scene] is not one of direct address. Rather, a third-person

orientation predominates: the God of Israel is being announced.

The seraphim are His heralds; they are not addressing God as

worshipers. The LORD has entered His throne room and taken

His seat. The angels proclaim to ail present that He is

enthroned.'®

Throughout the Book of Isaiah ¢.d.sh appears 73 times. At first glance, it may

appear that Isaiah’s steady use of ¢q.d.sh as an appellation limits our ability to discern any
meaning for holiness in this text. However, a closer examination reveals that even when

using variations of ¢q.d.sh as a form of address, there is great nuance in the way Isaiah

uses these terms, leading us to a better understanding of how Isaiah recognizes holiness.

Isaiah refers to God as '7\!;',!@'_' WP (g 'dosh Yisrael) repeatedly (1:4, 5:19; 5:24;

10:20; 12:6; 17:7; 29:19; 30:11, 12, 15; 31:1; 37:23; 41:14, 16, 20; 43:3, 14; 45:11; 47:4;

48:17; 49:7; 54:5; 55:5; 60:9, 14). We have already noted that the famous depiction in 6:3
is another way of referring to God, and there are many more. Even in these cases, we can

detect characteristics of God’s holiness. For example, in chapter 6, when the seraphim

announce God’s holy presence, [saiah is struck with fear: “I said, ‘Woe is me; I am lost!

1% | evine (1987), p. 252.
195 | evine (1987), pp. 252-3.

Page 59 of 155




For I am a man of unclean lips and I dwell amidst a people of unclean lips; Yet my eyes

have seen Adonai Tzvaot.” (6:5) One of the seraphim, however, purges his unclean lips
of their sin by touching a live coal from the altar to them. Isaiah does not want to
approach God’s holiness with unclean lips, and implies that the effect would be harmful
to him, not God. In this case, then, Isaiah is presenting holiness as dangerous. At the
same time, holiness is not always dangerous, since Isaiah is finally able to approach when
his lips have been made clean.

During the same interaction, God first reveals to Isaiah the concept of U7 U7
(zera kodesh), the holy seed (6:13). In disclosing the coming banishment of the people
from the Land, God offers some comfort in the fact that a portion of the people will
survive the coming expulsion. They will remain as a stump after a tree is felled, and act
as a holy seed. Clearly, this remnant is a seed, as they can serve as the start of
repopulation. But why a holy seed? What is the difference?

Twice in Isaiah (62:12; 63:18), the people are referred to as U PTRY (am
haqodesh), a holy people. In each case, God seems to be making a clear statement that
both before and after exile, the entire people can be considered holy. Previously, though,

in 4:3, it is only those who will remain behind in Jerusalem who are called Gi7p
(gadosh). These are the ones equated with WP Y (zera kodesh), which implies that it

is specifically the portion of the people who remain in Zion who may be considered holy.

Besides God and people, Isaiah speaks often of places as holy. On several

occasions (48:2; 52:1; 64:9) he calls Jerusalem W"!FU Y (ir hagodesh). Although these

are rare occurrences, they belie a grand theme within Isaiah. These particular verses are
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from chapters likely written during the period of destruction and exile'%, which is a
primary concern for Isaiah. Exile was a horrifying experience for this people, and
Jerusalem took on an even greater import for people yearning to return to the Land of
Israel. In fact, 48:1-2 makes the fascinating claim that when the People Israel remember
God they do so not due to truth or righteousness, but by means of the holy city! Jerusalem
(and specifically its holiness) appears to be a conduit here for the relationship between

God and Israel.'"’

Besides God, however, the most common reference to holiness is W‘;P.‘_I "1 (har

hagodesh), the holy mountain (11:9; 27:13; 56:7; 57:13; 65:11; 65:25; 66:20). Similar to
Jerusalem, the holy mountain is a place of intersection between God and Israel. The holy
mountain is first and foremost the place to where God will return Israel (27:13; 56:7;
57:13; 66:20). Again, if the people are essentially being returned to God, this holy
mountain is the place for their reunion. Second, it is a place where people must take
notice of God and God’s ways and no evil shall be done (11:9 and 65:25 — presumably
because it would not match God’s holiness to do evil on God’s holy mountain). Finally,
and perhaps most importantly, 65:11 makes an interesting connection when it decries
those who would forsake God. It is not simply God, though, as the passage repeats the
warning to people “who ignore My holy mountain.” [saiah seems to be making the
statement that God’s holy mountain is the place where people should interact with God.

By ignoring that holy place, they are forsaking God.

1% T.C. Eskenazi, class lecture, August 30, 2004,
197 This will become particularly important later in this paper — see analysis of Hosea 11 in chapter 7.
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[saiah treats holiness as a matter of great importance. Beyond merely recognizing
God as holy, however, Isaiah is telling us quite clearly that in this situation holiness is a

point of intersection between God and Israel.

Response

I think it would be difficult to find many people who would disagree with the idea
that God is holy. It has risen to an article of faith that God and holiness are closely
related. Nonetheless, in order to achieve a clear understanding about the nature of
holiness, it is important to ask more specifically what this relationship is and how it
works. For example, Schwartz offers an effective critique of imitatio dei as an
explanation for our striving for holiness in verses such as Leviticus 19:2. Even in the
Torah, where God is described with abundant anthropomorphic language, it simply does

not make sense to think that the holiness we are striving for is the same as God. The fact

that such items as cultic implements and the Land of Israel are called holy within Tanakh

adds further credence to the idea that holiness is not merely an attribute of God.

Better is the argument that holiness somehow stems from God. Schwartz claims
that holiness may be “received” by objects or people, while impurity is a manifestation of
death and earthly concerns. Holiness is godly, he says, while non-holy is human. While
this is an attractive opinion, I am not convinced that the text bears it out. To begin with, if
holiness is an emanation that must be received by an object or person in order for them to
become holy, how can an intangible such as Shabbat be holy? How can a time “receive”

an emanation? Moreover, we have noted later in this same chapter that it is not only God
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who has the ability to create holiness. In fact, Israel is, on various occasions, empowered
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