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Introduction


The tenth chapter of the Book of Luke contains a story that is pivotal to any understanding of the spread of the Christian church in the 1st century A.D.  An understanding of Jewish mores and attitudes of the period greatly assists understanding of the significance of both Peter’s vision and his acceptance of Gentile hospitality.  This paper will endeavor to clarify both of these points by reviewing Mishnaic and Talmudic sources to identify underlying Jewish ideas about contact with Gentiles and will then discuss the implications for understanding what transpires in the text.

The account begins with a Roman centurion named Cornelius.  He is kindly disposed to the faith of the God of Israel, gives generously to the people of God and prays to their God.  An angel tells him that God views him with favor and that he must send for Simon Peter in Joppa.  He does so immediately.  

In the meantime Peter is receiving a very odd vision.  A sheet containing all manner of animals is coming down from heaven.  A voice tells Peter to kill something and eat.  Peter refuses on the grounds that he has “never eaten anything that is profane or unclean (Acts 10:13 NRSV).”  The voice responds, “What God has made clean you must not call profane (v. 15).” This same scene occurs twice more, then the sheet is lifted away from him.  Peter begins to puzzle over the meaning of the vision.  As Peter continues to ponder the meaning of the vision, Cornelius’ men arrive, asking to see him.  As the sounds begin to come to his attention, God’s voice tells Peter to go with these men without fearing because He has sent them.  Peter invites the men in for the night and goes with them the next day, with several Jewish Christian friends.

Upon arrival, he tells Cornelius that God has revealed to him that Peter “should not call anyone profane or unclean, then asks why Cornelius sent for him (10:28).  Cornelius responds with his story of how an angel told him to ask for Peter in order to listen to what Peter has to say.  

The departure from Joppa to preach to a group of Gentiles is a literary reminder of another biblical preacher who attempts to circumvent his call to preach to Nineveh.  After attempting to flee to Tharshish (the opposite direction from Nineveh) via Joppa, Jonah is swallowed by a large fish and eventually vomited back on shore, from whence he finally goes to Nineveh.  The Gentiles of Nineveh respond to his message and God relents, making Jonah upset.
Peter has a remarkably similar success to that of Jonah with the family and friends of Cornelius.  The Holy Spirit comes upon them in tongues and visible manifestations!  Peter, unlike Jonah, is overjoyed and welcomes them into the Christian fellowship, baptizing them.  He stays with them in fellowship for several days.

Problems
Several features about this text are puzzling to the reader, especially if the reader is familiar with the Hebrew Scriptures.  The first such feature is that nowhere in the Hebrew Scriptures is there a prohibition against associating or eating with Gentiles.  Commentators assume its existence within an oral tradition extant in Peter’s time because the text declares such an outlook to exist, but unlike Peter with his vision, do not ponder on its source and meaning.   This lack of curiosity can be discerned in Jamieson et al, Findlay, F. Gaebelein, A. Gabelein, Dibelius, Jackson and Lake, Bruce, and Marshall.

A second inexplicable feature is the relationship between the unclean meats of the vision and the uncleanness of Gentiles.  All of the above commentators except Dibelius assume that the vision undoes the previous Torah restrictions against eating “unclean” meats (Lev. 11 and Deut. 14: 3-21), although the text does not explicitly state this.  Dibelius notes that because “we are now told in 10.28b that there is no distinction between who are (from the religious point of view) clean and those who are unclean; the vision must be understood in the figurative sense (Dibelius, 112).”  Dibelius therefore assumes that God has now somehow declared humans who had been unclean to now be clean.  This is another thing that the text does not explicitly state.

Peter’s own interpretation

Another difficulty relating to the vision is that, as a “God-fearer” who was acquainted with Jewish customs (v. 28), it seems impossible to imagine the table fellowship involving serving unclean (in the Torah sense) meats.  In fact, there is no explicit New Testament example of a Jewish Christian eating unclean meats (though there has been much speculation about some passages that may hint at permission).

Add to these difficulties Peter’s almost incomprehensible slowness at accepting what appears to be a Spirit-inspired order to “kill and eat”.  Even after this the reader is never told that Peter goes on to eat biblically unclean meats.  Either the Gentile reader is correct in seeing Peter as a “hard core” Jew who just refuses to follow divine orders or there is something below the surface in this account that Peter does grasp and that it behooves the reader to find. It is to this end that we turn to Torah and other writings for understanding

Jewish Background
The place to begin exploring Jewish attitudes toward Gentiles in terms of any “uncleanliness” is Torah.  Within the Levitical and Deuteronomic law codes there is a striking absence of any notion that touching, eating with or entering the home of a foreigner or resident alien makes one unclean.  In fact, according to Yahweh, “An alien who lives with you, or who takes up permanent residence among you, and wishes to offer an offering by fire, a pleasing odor to the Lord, shall do as you do (Num. 15:14).”  While not being allowed within the temple/ tabernacle grounds proper without naturalization, they are allowed to bring sacrifices to Yahweh with assurance that those are acceptable in God’s sight.  We must look elsewhere to find actual positive teaching that non-Israelites are ceremonially unclean by nature.

It is only in the exilic and post-exilic periods that further refinements of the Mosaic Code – an oral tradition - come to be written down.  These took the literary form of discussions or debates and came to be codified under the title of Mishna.  It is within this collection that we begin to see the idea that Gentiles are unclean.

In its Sixth Division, Tractate Tohoroth 7:2 – 7:6 as well as 8:1 – 8:5 there are various situations in which contact with Gentiles renders one unclean. It is interesting to note that the overall theme of Division Toharoth is that of maintaining ritual cleanness in order to “eat their everyday food at home in accordance with the laws governing the Temple Priests’ meals in the holy place (Neusner, Dictionary of Judaism, 637).”  The Tractate of that name deals specifically with causes of ritual uncleanness in food and wine (ibid.).

In Tractate Oholoth of the same Division are several definitions of how the dwelling places of gentiles, even in the land of Israel, are unclean (18:7 - 18:10). Tractate Ohaloth deals with uncleanness caused by corpses and its implications for tents and other enclosed spaces.  This is probably the key to the "uncleanness” of Gentiles.  Israelites and resident aliens who touch a corpse are considered unclean for seven days (Num. 19:11 13).  Uncleanness is passed on to all persons within a tent in which a corpse is lain, and into all open containers of food (v. 14-15).  A clue to this reasoning is to be found in a footnote in the Epstein translation of Tractate Oholoth, Mishna 9 suggests that certain areas are of doubtful cleanliness “[b]ecause of the heathen practice of burying abortions in their homes (Epstein, 226).”  

It now becomes possible to see how Gentiles can be considered universally unclean by Jews who are interested in observing Levitical food laws at home (a practice that Torah does not require of non-Levites).  All Gentiles must be suspected of corpse-uncleanness because their homes may at one time have had abortions buried within.  The home is defiled, and so is every open food container within it, including any plate served to a Jewish guest.  This is the condition that makes table fellowship impossible for the Jew of Jesus’ and Peter’s day.  It is important to understand that this restriction has nothing to do with Torah and everything to do with later Rabbinic interpretation.

Resolution of the Problems

Dibelius and A. Gabelein have both noted the presence of clean animals mixed with the unclean within the sheet.  There is no requirement for Peter to actually eat an unclean animal from the offered selection.  He may well have chosen a clean animal, which appear to have been mixed in with the unclean.  The only contraindications (besides eating them) in Torah involving unclean animals is touching their carcasses (Lev. 11:8) and eating what their carcasses have fallen into (11:32).  Touching live unclean animals poses no risk of contracting uncleanness according to Torah, therefore the risk of contamination from eating clean animals that have been in contact with unclean animals is nonexistent.  Why is Peter reluctant to eat even animals that God has called clean when mixed with unclean animals?

God’s response: “What God has made clean, you must not call profane (v. 15),” leads to the suspicion that point of the passage lies more in who does the declaring of what is clean and what is unclean than in what is so declared.  God has never called the Gentiles “unclean”.  It is the Jews who have.  Why do Christian commentators simply assume that the Jews are correct about this?  Note that this is the only conclusion Peter draws from the vision (v. 28).

The understanding that this passage is intended as a divine message to Peter that Yahweh alone determines what is clean and unclean enables us to resolve all of the puzzling features of this text.  Peter is unable to eat even clean animals because of inappropriate human teaching about purity as applied inappropriately to non-Priests.  This refusal to mix appropriately with the unclean parallels the refusal of Jews to mix with Gentiles because of similar reasoning.  

The fact that Peter comes to the conclusion that God has told him he may mix with the Gentiles easily follows from this reasoning.  Peter never mentions God as the source of the separation between Jew and Gentile, but rather “lawfulness”.  The fact that no explicit mention is made of the abrogation of the “clean/unclean meat” laws is also explicable in this manner.  The Roman centurion would have been familiar enough with Jewish food laws not to offer unclean meats (in the Torah sense) to Peter.  Notice that no mention is made of Peter and Cornelius eating unclean meats together.

Conclusion

This passage yet again displays God as a God of love, compassion and openness.  The God who made the world and all human beings has never declared non-Jews “unclean”.  In passage after passage Torah declares Yahweh’s intent to draw Gentiles to Himself.  The Jews of Jesus’ and Peter’s day used inappropriate ritual purity as an excuse to declare Gentiles “unclean”.  This allowed them to excuse themselves from fellowship with the very Gentiles God wanted them to draw to Him.  Jesus Himself is not pleased at what they have done with His Law in Matt 15:9, “in vain do they worship me, teaching human precepts as doctrines.”

Hermeneutically, let us not continue to make the mistake that Peter’s contemporaries made by declaring unclean what God has always declared clean.  In addition to this, it likely is inappropriate to use this passage to prove that the laws pertaining to Jews about eating “clean” meats have been abrogated for Israelite people.
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