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garded nor mixed with other created things, 
lest the order of the world be undone.

The greater part of P is devoted to clarify-
ing the cuts, that is, the distinctions and dif-
ferentiations, appropriate to each stage of the 
primal history from creation to Moses: (1) the 
first humans are to make a cut between animals 
and plants, eating only the latter; (2) Noah is 
to make a cut between animal flesh and blood, 
eating only the former; (3) Abraham and his 
progeny are to be cut through circumcision, so 
that they will be separate from those uncircum-
cised; (4) Moses and his people are to make a 
complicated series of cuts between legitimate 
and illegitimate priests, sanctuaries, foods, kin-
ship ties, sexual relationships, and dispositions 
of property. The created world and the land of 
Canaan belong to the deity, who sets the terms 
of distinction and differentiation for a prosper-
ing and enduring Israelite community.⁹

Arbitrary laws about clean and unclean 
foods—which in some details probably pre-
serve hygienic origins—can be grasped as the 
outworking of the Priestly conviction about 
orders of creation that must be scrupulously 

respected by Israelites in their diet. P assumes 
three orders of living creatures: (1) creatures 
of the earth that walk on legs and are covered 
with skin; (2) creatures of the air that fly on 
wings and are covered with feathers; (3) crea-
tures of the water that swim with fins and are 
covered with scales. Any food seen to fall 
within these proper categories was consid-
ered clean and edible, while all of the numer-
ous foods that violate the divinely decreed 
distinctions were forbidden, for example, sea 
creatures that lack fins or have legs.

Similarly, sexual practices must follow a 
strict heterosexual order according to permit-
ted sexual unions that do not mix parents and 
children (incest), humans and animals (bes-
tiality), and do not reverse or confuse sexual 
identities (homosexuality). In this connec-
tion, other possible explanations may contain 
important elements of truth. In anthropologi-
cal studies, prohibition of incest has some-
times been explained as a way of forcing 
human groups regularly into wider, peace-
building community through out-group mar-
riages. Biblical scholars have been inclined to 

FIG. 11.1. The Cosmos of Genesis 1
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