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to describe a sexual orientation that deviates from the norm.’ Unlike previous
centuries, sexuality, beginning in the industrial age, becomes a decisive factor
to qualify an individual in a society that is composed mainly of heterosexual
persons with homosexual ones forming a minority. The question, however, re-

mains as to what is meant by shomosexual«. As David Halperin reminds us we
have to exercise caution when using the term;

»Does the ‘paederast,’ the classical Greek adult, married male who periodically en-
joys sexually penetrating a male adolescent share the same sexuality with the ‘ber-
dache,” the Native American (Indian} adult male who from childhood has taken on
many aspects of a woman and is regularly penetrated by the adult male to whom he
has been married in a public and socially sanctioned ceremony? Does the latter
share the same sexuality with the New Guinea tribesman and warrior who from the
ages of eight to fifteen has been orally inseminated on a daily basis by older youths
and who, after years of orally inseminating his juniors, will be married.to an adult
woman and have children of his own? Does any of these three persons share the
same sexuality with the modern homosexual??

This quotation illustrates that the use of the label yhomosexual« or homosexu-
ality« in commentaries on Genesis 19, Leviticus 18, and Leviticus 20 is often
inconsiderate imprecise and' does not do justice to a proper historical and an-
thropological evaluation of these texts. If one takes seriously the fact that cate-
gorizing humanity in a heterosexual majority and homosexual minority is an
invention of the 19™ century, one has to concede that the use of the term for
interpreting biblical texts is inappropriate. In the following I would hke to re-
visit the well-known texts from the Hebrew Bible that play such an important
role in Christian and Jewish debates about homosexuahty

t. © THE PROHIBITION OF SAME-SEX RELATIONS IN TWO TEXTS
IN LEVITICUS

Within the context of the Bible only two texts in the Book of Léviticus refer
explicitly to sexual relations between two men (sexual relations between
women are not addressed). One could also probably add a prohibition from Deu-
teronomy, although the meaning of this text is not entirely clear: The text of
Deuteronomy 23 begins with a list of several categories of people who are to be
exchuded from the commumty of the people of Yhwh: Bastards, Moabites, Edom-
ites, unclean persons. Following this, we arrive at Deut 23:18-19, which seems

to allude to the institution of cultic prostitution attested in Israel as well as in
the Ancient Near East:

See TAMAGNE 1998.
HALPERIN 1990, 46.
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(18} None of the daughters of Israel shall be a consecrated woman (gedesha); none
-of the sons of Israel shall be a consecrated man (gadesh). (19) Do not bring the fee
of 'a. prostitute or the recompense for a.dog into the house of Yhwh your God in
payment for any vow, for both of them are repugnant to Yhwh your God*".

On the one hand, the verses show that it is likely that Temple prostitution was
practiced in Israel. On the other hand it is clear that prostitutes belonged to both
sexes.’ The noun »consecrated man/woman« seems to describe the persons who
practiced cultic prostitution. In addition, the male prostitutes are labelled with
the derogatory term »dog«. The prohibition of Deuteronomy does not specifically
refer to homosexual relations but to cultic prostitution in general and the wor-
ship of a fémale deity connected to it. The practice is described as being an
abomination 13yn, a noun often used in the laws of Deuteronomy as well as in
Lev 18. The Hebrew word describes something that it outside the norm, i.e. un-
clean and not in accordance with social and religious conventions. Deuteronomy
uses the term for everything that is contrary to the cult of Yhwh as postulated
by the deuteronomistic reform. According to deuteronomistic theology, which
begins to flourish towards the end of the 7" century BCE, Yhwh cannot be con-
nected to a goddess or'to culiic practices that one could describe as popular
religion. As a result, the prohibition of Deut 23:18-19 targets the annihilation of
cultic practices in sanctuaries of Yhwh that are connected to sexual acts.

Leviticus 18 and 20
In contrast to Deuteronomy, Leviticus 18 and 20 specifically prohibits same-sex
relations amongst men.

18:22 You shall not sleep with a man as one sleeps with a woman; it is an abowmi-
. nation {;1avn).

20:13 If a man sleeps with a male as one sleeps with a woman the two of them have
committed an abomination (‘m:?n) they must be put to death — thelr bloodguilt is
upon them.

The verses belong in the context of the so-called Holiness Code (Leviticus 17-
26). Several recent studies have shown that the Holiness Code was composed
during the Persian period in a move to expand the Priestly laws in Lev 1-16 in
order to add stipulations about ethical problems (of social, sexual and economic
kind) and about the purity of the people of Yhwh; and to mediate between the
deuteronomistic and priestly theology.’ As for chapters Lev 18 and 20, one
mainly finds instructions that address forbidden sexual relations.

English translation according NELSON 2002, 275.

- BrauLk 1992, 173-174; Rose 1994, 317-319; more cautious is NELSON 2002, 280-282,
who argues that it is »unlikely that anything like cult prostitution was practiced in Israel«
(280). He fails, however, to provide reasons for such a view.

See already GRELOT 1956 and OT1T0 1994, 65-80; NIHAN 2004; H[EKE 2014, 612 613.
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