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Preface

My interest in sacrifice began in all the wrong ways. Already as a
graduate student, I found that reading about sacrifice provided an
intellectual escape from research into impurity and sin in ancient
Judaism. At the time, I reveled in the fact that books on sacrifice were
concerned with violence at the origins of religion, while books on
purity spoke about hierarchy and symbolism in more advanced
religious systems. It was only a few years later when I began to wonder
whether there was any good reason that books on sacrifice looked

so different from books on purity. With that question in mind, I was
on my way toward conceiving this project. As a matter of course, this
book covers some of the same ground as Impurity and Sin. But this
work is more directly interested in symbolism and more thoroughly
tracks the ways in which various biases (Jewish, Christian, and other)
continue to impact on the discussion of ritual structures in the
Hebrew Bible and ancient Judaism. I am gratified with the reception
accorded to Impurity and Sin. If this project seems like an un-

likely successor to my first book, I hope that it will be considered a
worthy one.

During the years of research and writing that led to the
completion of this book, I was helped by many institutions and
individuals. Most important, I was granted two semesters of leave
from Boston University; the first was funded by the university’s
Humanities Foundation, and the second was a standard sabbatical
from the College of Arts and Sciences. At Harvard University’s
Divinity School, I was given the opportunity to teach a seminar on
purity and sacrifice in ancient Judaism. At the Hebrew College in
Newton, Massachusetts, I was given the opportunity to teach a
six-week adult education course on prayer and sacrifice in Jewish
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thought. In addition to my regular teaching responsibilities at Boston Uni-
versity, I also had the opportunity to coteach a course with my colleague Kathe
Darr, entitled “Priests and Prophets in Ancient Israel.” I thank the students
in all these courses, and I thank the institutions for giving me these oppor-
tunities. I also thank Boston University’s College of Arts and Sciences, and the
Elie Wiesel Center for Judaic Studies, for sponsoring a short trip to Israel in
June 2003. Though the main focus of that trip was a speaking engagement
regarding Impurity and Sin, 1 was able while I was there to track down a
number of resources helpful for this project as well. Finally, close to the
completion of this book, Boston University’s Humanities Foundation funded
one year’s worth of access to Harvard’s libraries, for which I am grateful.

Preliminary versions of some sections of this book were presented during
annual meetings of the American Academy of Religion, the Association
for Jewish Studies, and the Society of Biblical Literature. Aspects of these
presentations subsequently appeared as articles in the AJS Review, Harvard
Theological Review, New Testament Studies, and Religious Studies Review, all
cited in the bibliography. I thank the editors of these journals for granting
permission to rework material from these articles into chapters 1, 2, and 7 of
this work.

A large number of colleagues have helped me in various ways as this
manuscript took shape. For reading drafts of articles or book chapters and
offering many helpful suggestions, I thank Gary A. Anderson, David Bernat,
Marc Bregman, Katheryn Pfisterer Darr, Paula Fredriksen, Maxine Grossman,
Naomi Koltun-From, Frank Korom, Jon D. Levenson, Joel Marcus, John
McKenna, Scot McKnight, Simon B. Parker, Kimberley Patton, Eyal Regev,
and Jeffrey L. Rubenstein. Christine E. Hayes and David P. Wright both read
drafts of the complete work and offered much helpful advice. I also thank
anonymous reviewers for Oxford University Press and the aforementioned
journals for their helpful suggestions. A number of others helped in sundry
ways, by facilitating or participating in conversations on purity, sacrifice, or
some other matter such as metaphor, that proved fruitful to me and benefited
my completion of this book: Kim Haines-Eitzen, Martha Himmelfarb, Steven
T. Katz, Andrea Lieber, Stephen Prothero, Gary Rendsburg, Alan F. Segal, and
David Weiss-Halivni. Some teachers of mine from many years back ended up
helping me in ways they may not even be able to recall, by offering reading
suggestions and other advice that eventually proved helpful to this project:
Edward Greenstein, John Stratton Hawley, and Wayne Proudfoot. Thanks are
also due to Cynthia A. Read for her unfailing support, back when I could
hardly articulate clearly what it was I intended to do. Linda Donnelly deftly
guided the book through production; Ingrid Anderson worked diligently on
the indexes. Credit for whatever is done right in this book is to be shared
among all those who have helped me in this project; the blame for all that is
wrong is mine alone.

Credit for much of the early progress on this book is due to the late John
Clayton. The Englishman in him kindly predicted that all would work out very
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well. The Texan in him pushed me to get this project underway. I wish he
were here to see it. Credit for all the later progress is due to my wife, Helaine,
and our son, Ari. My wife’s kindness and patience gave me time to write. Our
son’s happiness—for which we are ever thankful—inspired me to complete it,
so that I could spend more of my time with him. Alas, life brings the good and
bad much faster than I have been able to write. This book is dedicated to my
late father, Harold L. Klawans, M.D. The last time he and I ate lunch together,
we spoke about some of my ideas about the relationship between purity and
sacrifice. Although we never had the chance to discuss these matters again, I
know that a number of lessons I learned from him over the years are reflected
here. He should have lived to see this book, to say nothing of the many other
even more important things he has missed since 1998.
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Note on Translations,
Transliterations,
and Citations

Translations of the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament follow—
with some modifications—the New Revised Standard Version Bible
(NRSV).

Other translations of ancient texts are cited in the notes when
used. Unless otherwise noted, translations of rabbinic texts are my
own, though the standard translations by Danby and Epstein (cited in
the bibliography) have been consulted.

Abbreviations of biblical and other ancient texts generally follow,
with some slight modifications, the The SBL Handbook of Style: For
Ancient Near Eastern, Biblical and Early Christian Studies, edited by
Patrick H. Alexander, John F. Kutsko, James D. Ernest, Shirley A.
Decker-Lucke, and David L. Peterson (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson,
1999). Transliterations follow this handbook’s general-purpose style.
Citations also generally follow this handbook, with some slight and
generally self-explanatory simplifications. Series titles (often abbre-
viated) have been provided in the bibliography only for those works,
such as text editions and commentaries, that are typically shelved
together in research libraries. Series titles for scholarly monographs
have not been provided unless the information is necessary for
identifying or locating the volume.



This page intentionally left blank



Purity, Sacrifice,
and the Temple



This page intentionally left blank



Introduction

Purity, Sacrifice, and Evolutionist Analysis

This book sets out to reexamine modern scholarly approaches to
ancient Judaism’s temple cult. In part I, we will evaluate current
scholarship on purity and sacrifice in the Hebrew Bible. In part II, we
will evaluate scholarship concerning ancient Jewish views of the
temple cult in Jerusalem. The common denominator of parts I and
II—and the thesis of this book—is the claim that scholarly under-
standings of Jewish cultic matters have been unduly influenced by
various contemporary biases, religious and cultural. For some inter-
preters, ancient Jewish sacrifice was but one small step away from the
chaotic violence that typified human origins. For others, the temple
cult was destined to be replaced—superseded—Dby other less bloody
rituals that would prove to be of greater value, both spiritually and
symbolically. The problem with interpretations like these is not just
that they are biased. They are also methodologically unsound. But
most important, they are also simply inadequate and inaccurate
understandings of the evidence before us.

One problem with such readings is that they are conspicuously
selective. Scholars will find symbolism in many rituals, but not in
sacrifice. They will grant that many ancient Jews did offer symbolic
or “spiritualized” understandings of the temple cult. But scholars
generally attribute these attitudes only to those philosophers, mystics,
sectarians, or later Christians or rabbis who stand outside of the
cult in place or time. Practically anyone could understand the cult
symbolically, with the exception of the priests and pilgrims who
willingly and happily performed cultic rituals.

Another problem with current scholarly approaches is that
they often assume what they should be trying to prove. Instead of
tracing the history of ideas on the basis of datable evidence, all too
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often evidence is dated by virtue of the perspectives it is perceived to express.
Texts are plugged into preconceived conceptions of religious history, where
trajectories are assumed to run from primitive, pre-Israelite cult practices to
ancient Jewish symbolic or “spiritualized” understandings of sacrifice, culmi-
nating in the nonsacrificial practices of contemporary Christianity and Judaism.
When texts concerning ancient Judaism’s sacrificial cult are placed within
such broad, evolutionary schemes, it should come as no surprise that selective
and biased readings of the earlier evidence can result. As we will see throughout
this book, various forms of religious and cultural supersessionism have pre-
vented scholars from seeing the temple as a powerful source of meaning and
symbolism for those who believed in it. This project seeks to expose and counter
such approaches, by taking a fresh look at a broad array of evidence concerning
ancient Judaism’s temple and cultic practices.

Because we are covering a large body of literature, composed over a long span
of time, the argument will have to unfold gradually. But we can introduce and
illustrate the approach taken here by starting at the beginning, looking at the
selectivity and biases that characterize scholarly analyses of two cultic ritual
structures of the Hebrew Bible: sacrifice and purity.

That sacrifice and ritual purity are structurally interrelated can hardly be
denied: the two are juxtaposed in the biblical book of Leviticus, with sacrifice
treated (primarily, but not exclusively) in chapters 1-10, and purity treated (again,
not exclusively) in chapters 11-15. In Leviticus, it becomes clear that ritual purity is
the prerequisite for those who would come to the sanctuary to offer sacrifices, for
those priests who regularly officiate at sacrifices, and for any animals that are to be
offered as sacrifices. Ritual impurity, by definition, is associated with those phe-
nomena that are barred from the sanctuary. Sacrifice, also by definition, involves
many activities that—especially according to the priestly traditions—can take
place only in the sanctuary.

The idea that ritual purity is a fundamental prerequisite for sacrifice is
reflected in ancient Jewish literature as well. Indeed, virtually every ancient
Jewish literary treatment of cultic themes in ancient Jewish literature, from
the Hebrew Bible through rabbinic literature, treats both purity and sacrifice,
if it treats one of them at all. This is true of the biblical book of Ezekiel, and of
ancient Jewish works such as Jubilees, the Temple Scroll (11QT), and Migsat
Ma’aseh ha-Torah (4QMMT). It is also true of rabbinic works, including the
Mishnah, the Tosefta, and the Sifra. The two ritual structures of purity and
sacrifice are virtually inseparable. The reason for this, as Philo put it so clearly,
is that purity is required of those who offer sacrifices (Special Laws 1:256—261).

As the anthropologist Victor Turner (1920-83) advised some time ago,
sacrifice should be understood as a process with several stages." Turner was
following his predecessors Henri Hubert (1872-1927) and Marcel Mauss
(1872—1950)—about whom we will have much more to say later. Hubert and
Mauss devoted part of their classic 1898 essay Sacrifice: Its Nature and Func-
tions to describing the processes of “sacralization” and purification that pre-
cede sacrifice.” With regard to the Hebrew Bible and ancient Judaism, that
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process of sacrifice can be said to begin with the processes of ritual purifi-
cation. Clearly, an integrated analysis of purity and sacrifice is a desideratum.

Yet, surprisingly, one would be hard pressed to find current scholarly
works on the Hebrew Bible or ancient Judaism that approach ritual purity
with the understanding that it is the prerequisite to sacrifice or that approach
sacrifice with the understanding that ritual purity is what leads up to it. The
ritual structures may have been integrated in ancient times, but they are
hardly integrated in the current scholarly discussion. Typically, monographs
and thematic treatments are devoted to only one or the other of these ritual
structures.

Some scholarly works, to be sure, treat both purity and sacrifice—even
with regard to the Hebrew Bible. But these tend not to be monographs but
rather one or another of two genres with an entirely broader focus altogether.
General treatments of biblical religion will as a matter of course include
introductory surveys of both purity and sacrifice in general.> But textbooks,
understandably, have their limits. To find single works in which these two
topics are subjected to detailed scholarly analysis, one must turn to the nu-
merous commentaries on the biblical books of Leviticus and Numbers. Be-
cause Leviticus in particular treats both purity and sacrifice, one would expect
to find in the commentaries discussions that approach the two ritual struc-
tures with similar methods and attitudes. But a review of the commentaries
on Leviticus provides further confirmation of the divide separating purity
from sacrifice in the current scene: biblical scholars, if they treat both at all,
still tend to treat purity and sacrifice rather differently.

Since Mary Douglas wrote Purity and Danger in the 1960s, most scholars
studying the dietary laws and the purity system(s) of ancient Israel have rec-
ognized the need to treat these as symbolic structures.* The laws serve func-
tions, to be sure, but they also may express some fundamental ideas about the
body, cosmology, and perhaps even justice.” Jacob Milgrom’s recently com-
pleted magisterial commentary on Leviticus in the Anchor Bible series is a case
in point. As we will see in chapter 1, Milgrom’s treatment of the purity laws is
complex and sympathetic—precisely what one would expect from a scholar
who has digested the thrust of Purity and Danger. He argues for an elaborate
thesis on the symbolic nature of the ritual purity system in general. Moreover,
he pays the dietary rules in particular a high compliment by arguing that their
ultimate basis is an ethical one.

Yet when biblical scholars turn back to the first ten chapters of Leviticus,
Mary Douglas’s general insights are no longer considered terribly informative.
Comparatively speaking, scholarship on the Hebrew Bible exhibits very little
interest in analyzing sacrificial rituals in the way Douglas analyzed the purity
rituals—recognizing the possibility that the ancient Israelite sacrificial rules
could profitably be analyzed as a symbolic system.® There are, of course,
symbolic explorations of a “piecemeal” sort: for instance, one can find ex-
aminations of the symbolic value of the color red in the red heifer ritual.”
There are also, to be sure, symbolic explorations of the most general sort: for
example, one can find studies that look through and beyond the details of
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varied sacrificial rites and narratives and find a fundamental sameness in
them all, which can then be analyzed symbolically, as in the works of René
Girard.

While biblical scholars frequently approach purity rites as a symbolic
system, what we generally find in analyses of sacrifice in ancient Israel is,
rather, a concern with origins. And this concern takes two forms. One is the
standard discussion—found in numerous commentaries—of the basic theo-
ries (about which we will have more to say below) that sacrifice originated as
offerings of food for the gods, as gifts to the gods, or as communion with the
gods. The other is René Girard’s search for the original murder that accounts
for all subsequent sacrificial rituals. Again, Milgrom’s commentary is a case in
point. Although he endorses no single theory on the origins of sacrifice, his
treatment of the ritual concedes that the interesting issue is not what sacrifice
actually means for the ancient Israelites, but rather how sacrifice came about in
the first place.

The question of the origins of sacrifice is certainly one of the more
important—and justifiably fascinating—questions in the field of religious stud-
ies. Yet this fascination with the origins of sacrifice is, in actuality, notoriously
selective. Theorists arbitrarily assume that the origin of religion is to be found
in sacrifice. Biblical commentators, following suit, exhibit a greater interest in
the origins of sacrifice than in the beginnings of other ritual structures. When
dealing with the food laws or the purity systems, biblical scholars have long
avoided getting sidetracked by explorations into the origins of dietary restric-
tion or the menstrual taboo. When dealing with circumcision in the Hebrew
Bible, very few have felt the need to explore the early history of human body
marking. But when it comes to sacrifice, the interest shifts to questions of
origins. Biblical scholars seem to get along just fine without “theories” con-
cerning most of the rites in the Hebrew Bible, but when it comes to sacrifice,
everyone wants a “theory.”

Our concern here is not to evaluate this search per se but to evaluate its
impact on biblical studies. It is my contention that the search for the origins of
sacrifice should remain largely irrelevant to the work of biblical commenta-
tors, who ought rather to be interested in understanding the developed sac-
rificial system of ancient Israel in its context. The quest for origins is not
merely irrelevant; its impact on biblical studies has been largely detrimental.
When the search for origins predominates, the search for any contextual
understanding of ancient Israelite sacrifice is eclipsed. Moreover, all too fre-
quently interest in the origins of sacrifice results in an evolutionist analysis.

Evolutionism is a difficult phenomenon to define precisely, and there is
some dispute among scholars as to the pertinence of the referent to certain
theorists. Nonetheless, the term is commonly used to describe a broad array
of theories of history—often pertaining to the origin of religion—that trace a
more or less linear evolution of human civilization along intellectual, ethical,
and religious lines.® Inspired by G.W.F. von Hegel’s philosophy of history and
Charles Darwin’s theory of biological evolution, evolutionist theories came into
prominence in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century with the works
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of E. B. Tylor (1832-1917) and James G. Frazer (1854-1941).” Perhaps the most
notorious example of evolutionist theory is Frazer’s book The Golden Bough
(published in various forms between the 1890s and 1920s), which traces hu-
man development along three successive stages, from an original primitive
magic through a later religious stage, culminating in modern science. Surely
one of the most pernicious of these evolutionist approaches was expressed
in Friedrich Delitzch’s “Babel und Bibel” lectures (delivered 1902—4), which
understood the gradual and eventually complete de-Judaization of religion as a
positive development.'® Evolutionist theories, however, need not be as purely
linear as Frazer’s or as patently offensive as Delitzch’s. Like Hegel, evolutionist
theories often trace temporary regressions and wrong turns (these are analo-
gous to Hegel’s stage of “antithesis”). Like Darwin, evolutionist theories often
trace the “survival” of aspects of early thought in later societies. The evolu-
tionism of William Robertson Smith (1846—-94), as we will see below, exhibits
both of these traits. Yet on the whole, evolutionist theories posit broad, defin-
itive, and positive development of human civilization. The theories, moreover,
exhibit the presumption of intellectual and ethical superiority of the author’s
position. Typically, the highest rung on the evolutionist ladder is occupied by
whatever perspective the author advocates, be it monotheism, Christianity, or
science.

With regard to sacrifice in particular, evolutionist analyses look something
like this. Scholars first speculate on what sacrifice meant, at its origins: for
instance, sacrifice was originally understood as divine food. Then scholars find
only the faintest echoes of such primitive ideas in the Hebrew Bible: for in-
stance, at least the Israelites—unlike their neighbors—didn’t really conceive of
sacrifices as divine food anymore.'' The achievement of the Israelites, ac-
cording to this evolutionist approach, lies precisely in the fact that sacrifice no
longer means to them what it meant to those who preceded them. For those
who take the evolutionist approach, sacrifice remains in ancient Israel as a
meaningless, vestigial ritual, a relic from a more primitive era.'> Many theo-
rists find further support for such a claim by asserting that the ancient Israelite
prophets were already attuned to the futility of sacrificial worship.'® This kind
of evolutionism is in evidence in much of the current work on ancient Israelite
sacrifice.

There is, with regard to sacrifice, yet another sort of evolutionist argu-
ment. This second sort of evolutionism—which can also be termed ‘“‘super-
sessionism”—appears primarily in works of scholarship dealing with later
periods of Jewish history. Where one sort of evolutionism begins with the
supposition that ancient Israel demonstrated a marked development over the
paganism that preceded it (by moving, ever so slightly, away from a literal,
mechanical understanding of sacrifice), this second sort of evolutionism is
predicated on the assumption that ancient Jewish sacrifice was itself super-
seded by something better that came later.

Within the Christian tradition, of course, it is often understood that
the Jewish sacrificial cult was superseded by Jesus’ sacrificial death. Within the
New Testament, this perspective is laid out most clearly in the epistle to the
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Hebrews. Ancient Israel’s sacrificial service is described in the letter as offering
ineffective atonement (Heb. 7:18); its numerous priests limited by their mor-
tality (7:23), and their sanctuary a mere copy of the true temple in heaven (&:
1-5). Jesus’ priesthood, however, offers an ever-effective atonement (9:12), a
perfect sacrifice (9:14) offered in the true holy place (9:11) by the single eternal
and true high priest (7:16-17, 21)."* This ideology often emerges in scholarship
on two New Testament narratives in particular (neither of which are even
alluded to in Hebrews): the Last Supper and Jesus’ overturning the tables in
the temple. According to this approach, the temple incident symbolizes or
enacts Jesus’ rejection of Jewish sacrificial worship.'> The eucharistic tradi-
tions of the Last Supper then constitute an efficacious symbolic act that “in-
verts” and “replaces” Jewish sacrifice.'® The reason for all this is that Jewish
sacrificial worship was indeed flawed: for some, sacrifice is deemed spiritu-
ally inadequate;'” for others, the temple is deemed too hierarchical or exclu-
sive.'® Perhaps the fullest attack on the Jewish temple in current scholarship is
to be found the works of Robert G. Hamerton-Kelly, who, following René
Girard, indicts the temple as a place of violence, vengeance, and victimage."®
Hamerton-Kelly’s judgment is atypically extreme. But as we will see through-
out this book, criticisms of sacrifice and the temple are the rule, and sympa-
thetic treatments are the exception. Scholarship on the New Testament tends
to adhere to the rule, often in line with traditional Christian criticisms of
sacrifice. This perspective has affected scholarship on the Hebrew Bible as
well, as can be seen, for example, in treatments of biblical sacrifice that con-
clude with reference to the New Testament book of Hebrews.*

We cannot suppose, however, that this kind of argument is made by
Christian scholars alone. A number of Jewish scholarly approaches to either
ancient Israelite or ancient Jewish sacrifice are marked by a similar assump-
tion that sacrifice was destined to be replaced by something better that came
later. Already in the Middle Ages, the forward-thinking philosopher Moses
Maimonides (1135-1204) famously developed an historicist—or evolutionist—
approach to ancient Israel’s sacrificial laws. In his Guide of the Perplexed
(I11:32, 69b) Maimonides compares the sacrificial laws to mother’s milk (cf.
Hebrews 5:11-14!) and claims that God suffered sacrificial worship to remain
as a “divine ruse” whose purpose was to eliminate idolatry.”* The ideal form
of worship is prayer, for, as the prophets have shown, sacrifices are inade-
quate, and God “can dispense with them” (III:32; 72b). Maimonides’ ap-
proach is fascinating in its own right and was highly controversial in its day.
Less than thirty years after his death, Maimonides’ Guide was banned by
French rabbis—and copies were burned in Montpellier.*

Yet Maimonides’ approach was never rooted out. It came to life again in the
nineteenth century with the birth of the reform movement in Germany, which
advocated that the traditional liturgy be stripped of references to sacrificial
worship. Indeed, practically from the very beginning of modern synagogue
reform, rather contentious disputes arose over what to do with sacrificial lan-
guage in the traditional Jewish liturgy.?* Some reformers who were more mod-
erate advocated subtle changes, such as rephrasing hopes for the restoration of
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sacrifices into nostalgic memories of sacrifices offered long ago (and this is still
done in contemporary American Conservative prayer books). Other more radical
reformers advocated a fuller elimination of sacrificial terms and references (as is
still done in contemporary American Reform and Reconstructionist prayer
books). These disputes can in no way be separated from Jewish scholarly ap-
proaches to sacrifice, because the history of modern Jewish historical scholarship
is wrapped up in the history of synagogue reform, in figures such as Abraham
Geiger.”* We should therefore not be surprised that a good deal of Jewish
scholarship on the Hebrew Bible or ancient Judaism operates on the assumption
that sacrifice is hopelessly outmoded and meaningless. In 1869, with reference
to his own edition of the prayer book, Geiger wrote: “‘even if it be assumed that,
in ancient times, sacrifice was an adequate expression of the adoration of God,
sacrifice has long since made way for a more spiritual worship service, and its
reintroduction is unthinkable.”?*> More recently, a similar perspective on sacri-
fice led Elias J. Bickerman to conclude an essay entitled ‘“The Temple” with the
judgment that the Roman emperor Titus (who as a Roman commander su-
pervised the destruction of the Jerusalem temple in 70 c.e.) was “certainly the
greatest religious reformer in history.”*® Obviously, Maimonides’ approach
remains compelling for modern Jewish exegetes and theologians who deny the
traditional Jewish view that sacrificial worship is destined again to become the
norm for Jewish worship.”” We will see the continued impact of this under-
standing of matters throughout this book, but especially in chapter 1, with regard
to the Hebrew Bible, and in chapter 6, with regard to the history of early rabbinic
Judaism.

The view that ancient Jewish sacrifice was destined to be replaced by a
morally superior mode of worship like prayer is, in fact, structurally akin to
the argument that the temple was destined to be spiritualized by the eucha-
rist. In both cases, what becomes important in subsequent religious devel-
opments is also seen as inherently superior, of greater spiritual and even
symbolic value. Both of these arguments are frequently bolstered by the claim
that ancient Israelite sacrifice was itself an activity that was morally superior
to that which preceded it. Perhaps inspired by the world wars and genocides
of the last century, a number of scholars have been impelled of late to search
for the origins of human violence. Curiously, it is not uncommon for scholars
to tie the origins of human violence to the early history of sacrificial practice.
Needless to say, there is little evidence for the claim that sacrifice originated in
efforts to respond to or curb early human violence: how could there be evi-
dence for such a theory? There is even less evidence that today’s postsacrificial
humanity is any less violent than it was before sacrifice began or while sac-
rifice was widely practiced. But the frequency with which such assertions are
made (as we will see below) reflects a third, distinctively modern bias against
sacrifice—one that differs from, but nonetheless now supports, the Christian
and Jewish biases we have just discussed. This is the claim that sacrifice is
inherently violent and immoral.

None of these perspectives, true or not, are of use when trying to deter-
mine what ancient Israelite sacrifice meant to those Israelites who believed in
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its efficacy. But all of these perspectives play a significant role in the current
discussion of the themes we will consider. As we will see in chapter 1, they
lurk behind the fact that while purity rites are generally treated fairly and
sympathetically today, sacrifice still tends to be dismissed with derision.

To put these religious and scholarly approaches in their place, it might be
helpful to consider some arguments long ago raised in defense of sacrifice. It is
well known, but not always sufficiently appreciated, that the history of animal
sacrifice in the West did not end with the destruction of the Jerusalem temple.
Sacrificial rituals continued to be practiced throughout the Roman Empire
until the fourth and fifth centuries of the Common Era. Then, as Christian
leaders and emperors became more and more powerful, they began closing
pagan shrines. Greco-Roman religious life began to face its end, but it didn’t go
without a fight. Among the philosophers who defended the old religions was
one Platonius Sallustius—a friend and ally of the emperor Julian, who briefly
reinstated the old Roman cults from 361 to 363 c.&. This Sallustius authored a
tract, On the Gods and the World, which is little read or known today.”® But it
contains some rather sharp arguments in defense of sacrifice. First, Sallustius
notes that it is fitting to give to the gods in kind, as they have provided. They
have given life, and life should be given to them. Sallustius goes on to chal-
lenge the presumed superiority of prayer: “Prayer without sacrifice,” said
Sallustius, “is only words” (On the Gods 16). Or, in the words of the modern
cliché, talk is cheap. Sacrifice, however, costs.

The goal here is not to defend the practice of sacrifice, or to denigrate
the practice of prayer. But Sallustius’s defense of sacrifice—with its biting
critique of prayer—ought to help us appreciate that polemics can be written
the other way around. Had the history of religion turned out differently from
the way it did, perhaps someone would have to write a book about the fact that
scholars denigrate prayer more than they should. But that’s not how things
worked out.

The Scope and Structure of the Book

This project seeks to reach beyond the current antisacrificial bias. In particular,
we seek to trace and counter the various evolutionist approaches that seem to
predominate over current scholarly understandings of ancient Israelite and
Jewish cultic matters. This book consists of two parts, with a rough chrono-
logical divide between them. In part I, we focus on biblical Israel, while in part
IT we will focus on the literature of ancient Judaism (Second Temple and
rabbinic periods). In part I, we will see how the selective (and often evolu-
tionist) fascination with the origins of sacrifice has had a detrimental effect on
scholarly understandings of biblical Israel. In part II, we will see how various
Christian and Jewish ideas about the replacement of sacrifice (or its “spiritu-
alization”’) have impacted negatively on the understandings of a whole array of
ancient Jewish texts dealing with cultic matters. Parts I and II address two
different epochs, in chronological order: biblical Israel and ancient Judaism.
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But within each of the two parts, we address our topics not chronologically but
thematically. The order in which matters are presented allows for the
smoothest presentation of the particular arguments: as we will see, the un-
derstanding of the prophets (chapter 3) depends on the analysis of the Pen-
tateuch (chapter 2), and the interpretation of the New Testament (chapter 7)
builds on the surveys of the rabbis (chapter 6) and Qumran (chapter s5). Cer-
tainly thematic clarity ought to have at least as strong a claim over a book’s
structure as chronology has. Moreover, siding with thematic clarity over
chronology has the added advantage of aiding in the effort to eschew evolu-
tionist analyses. A chronological presentation can lead to the impression that
one has traced a linear development. It is hoped that the book’s thematic
analysis will lead to the conviction that evolutionist constructions have had too
great a hold over scholars of biblical Israel and ancient Judaism.

In chapter 1, we will survey a number of theoretical approaches to purity
and sacrifice, with an eye toward those theorists whose work has had a sig-
nificant impact—for better or for worse—on the understanding of the cultic
rituals of the Hebrew Bible. As we will see—and as I have already intimated—
scholarly approaches to ancient Israel’s cult rituals tend to be unintegrated
(separating purity from sacrifice) and differentiated (understanding purity
symbolically and sacrifice historically). Over the course of this chapter, we will
review the theoretical works on purity and sacrifice that currently loom over
the discussion. We will also look back to a time when things were very dif-
ferent, in order to reflect better on why things might be the way they are today.

In chapter 2, we will turn to the biblical rituals themselves, and offer a
preliminary effort toward understanding purity and sacrifice in ways quite
different from those that are more common. We will seek to reach beyond the
current antisacrificial bias, by studying sacrifice and purity in tandem, using
similar methods, with a willingness to grant that sacrificial rules could be just
as symbolic as purity rules are generally understood to be. The integrated
symbolic approach to both purity and sacrifice offered here will work toward
understanding what ancient Israelites might have believed about the purpose
and meaning of their sacrificial cult. In particular, we will see that much of
the symbolism can be understood in light of two central theological ideas—
imitatio Dei, and the concern to attract and maintain God’s presence dwelling
in the sanctuary.

In chapter 3, we will turn to the prophetic literature, with an eye toward
reexamining the kinds of challenges raised there to the sacrificial system.
Certain prophetic passages are seemingly critical of the cult—and indeed, such
passages in part motivate the dominant antisacrificial bias. As we will see,
however, the prophets do not in fact reject the practice of sacrifice or its
meaning, although there are indeed a number of reasons why the prophets
took a particular interest in the sacrificial practices of their contemporaries.

In part II, we will bring the analysis of part 1 to bear on an understanding
of Judaism in the Second Temple and early rabbinic periods. After briefly
reviewing a number of recent works that treat understandings of the cult in
ancient Judaism (introduction to part II), we will examine our themes as they
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are developed in ancient Jewish literature in general (chapter 4), in the Dead
Sea Scrolls in particular (chapter 5), in rabbinic literature (chapter 6), and in
the New Testament (chapter 7).

In chapter 4, we will discuss two overarching ancient Jewish understand-
ings of the temple: (1) that the temple represented the cosmos and (2) that the
Jerusalem temple was understood as the earthly analogue of the heav-
enly temple. All too often, these ideas are understood as ‘“desacralizations”
of the temple or as “spiritualizations” of the cult. I will argue, however, that
these two notions help us understand what the cultic rituals meant in that time
for those Jews who remained loyal to the temple and its practices. As we will see,
these two ideas continue and develop the understandings of purity and sacrifice
to be traced in chapter 2: the concerns with imitatio Dei and attracting the divine
presence. We will also see that the two symbolic approaches to the temple—that
it represents the cosmos or corresponds to a heavenly analogue—do not con-
stitute criticisms of the temple.

In chapter 5, we will evaluate the criticisms leveled against the temple in
ancient Jewish literature, particularly among the texts discovered at Qumran.
As we will see, the Dead Sea sectarians built on and developed the prophetic
tradition (discussed in chapter 3) in order to articulate a sharper criticism of the
Jerusalem temple, its practice, and its personnel. After carefully schematizing
the various antitemple polemics, we will consider the degree to which the
Qumran sectarians rejected the temple. We will then consider the question of
whether the Qumran sectarians replaced the temple—even provisionally—in
some fashion. As we will see, the Qumran sectarians emulated the temple in a
number of ways, but they did not consider their communal rituals or institu-
tions to be effective replacements for the temple. Nor did they “spiritualize”
sacrifice. The scholarship that magnifies and even praises the sectarian re-
jection of the temple has fallen into the trap of endorsing the ancient and
modern rejections of the temple. Instead of endorsing such criticism, I will
suggest that the criticism needs to be more carefully scrutinized.

In chapter 6, we consider the approach to the temple taken in rabbinic
literature. Our first task will be to consider the degree to which the rabbis
adopted the criticisms of the temple articulated at Qumran. We will then
consider the ways in which the rabbis responded to the destruction of the
temple in 70 c.E. As we will see, like the Qumran sectarians before them, the
rabbis ascribed cultic significance to a number of extratemple rituals, without
maintaining that the temple has been effectively replaced or superseded by
something else. Again, scholars who themselves appear reluctant to recognize
the temple’s meanings have mistakenly attributed to the rabbis a number of
antitemple ideas that are in truth not to be found in rabbinic literature.

In chapter 7, we will consider the approach to the temple taken in the
New Testament. We will focus in particular on two events said in the Synoptic
Gospels to have occurred in Jesus’ last days: the New Testament narratives
concerning Jesus’ overturning the tables in the temple and his institution of
the eucharist at the Last Supper. Many scholars view both of these events as
articulating criticisms of or even rejections of the Jerusalem temple. Here too,
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I will argue, biases against the temple and its cult have exerted too much
influence on the discussion. We will consider alternative interpretations of
both narratives, building on the conclusions of the previous three chapters.
We will conclude this chapter with a brief survey of some New Testament
texts that do criticize the temple, such as the book of Hebrews. Thus we will
conclude with the beginnings of the antisacrificial biases that we have briefly
discussed here.

It is hoped that each of the following chapters will shed light on its stated topic
and that therefore the book as a whole will contribute to the understanding of
our themes in selected literature stretching from the Hebrew Bible through the
Talmud. But I also hope to drive home a number of more general method-
ological points. First, the project will argue for the importance of analyzing
sacrifice in particular in a balanced and fair manner, using methods consistent
with those applied to other related ritual structures (such as ritual purity).
Second, I will continuously point out—and refute—a number of evolutionist
theories or assumptions that continue to predominate, or at least crop up in,
the scholarly discussions of our themes in the various literatures we will sur-
vey. Third, the work will highlight some of the ways in which the study of
Judaism and Christianity in antiquity continues to be too heavily influenced by
contemporary religious and cultural perspectives toward—and critiques of—
sacrifice.

The field of religious studies is probably destined to be populated by
scholars who adhere to a large or small degree to the religions they study. It
would be hypocritical of me to decry this phenomenon, for I cannot rightfully
wish things were otherwise without wishing myself out of work. Moreover, it
has also long been known that atheistic and secularist biases can produce their
own distortions of religious phenomena—the figures of James Frazer and
Sigmund Freud may come to mind.”” But I think that those of us who study
the history of Judaism and Christianity while maintaining a commitment to
one tradition or the other can do better than we have done. In this book, I will
try to do my part, by identifying in particular a number of scholarly under-
standings of various ancient Jewish and early Christian texts that, in my view,
too closely reflect certain religious attitudes—both Jewish and Christian—
toward ancient Judaism’s sacrificial cult.
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PART 1

Purity and Sacrifice
in Biblical Israel
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I

Sacrifice and Purity

The Twisted Fortunes of Related Ritual Structures

Approaches to Purity, Theories of Sacrifice

In order to understand better the difference between the ways in
which purity and sacrifice are studied by contemporary biblical
scholars, we would do well to review the theoretical works that cur-
rently have the broadest impact on the study of these topics. With
regard to purity, the theoretical work that still dominates the discus-
sion is Mary Douglas’s Purity and Danger, first published in 19606.
With regard to sacrifice, the theoretical works most frequently cited in
the commentaries are René Girard’s Violence and the Sacred and
Walter Burkert’s Homo Necans, both of which appeared in 1972.
There are of course other significant works in the field (some of
which will be discussed below), but it is fair to say—especially

with regard to Douglas and Girard—that their impact on biblical
studies has been unmatched. Girardian readings of the Hebrew Bible
and the New Testament can easily be found, and no one would

dare to write on ritual purity in Leviticus without citing Purity and
Danger. The strange thing is that it is difficult to imagine two books
more fundamentally different than Purity and Danger and Violence
and the Sacred.

Mary Douglas and the Rehabilitation of Purity

Mary Douglas’s Purity and Danger is a complex work that defies brief
treatment. However, as fuller treatments of her work can easily be
found, a few brief remarks should suffice for our purposes of tracing
the varied approaches taken to purity and sacrifice in recent years."
Before Douglas, there was a time when conceptions of defilement
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were treated with outright disdain. Scholars and thinkers of such stature as
Frazer and Robertson Smith lacked all patience for the avoidance behaviors of
the Hebrew Bible, and they could barely conceal their disdain. Other scholars
were perhaps less disrespectful but no less dismissive. In his Elementary
Forms of Religious Life, Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) drove a wedge between
the “Negative Cult” and the “Positive Cult,” with the former serving pri-
marily a functional purpose, while only the latter could be deeply expressive
or symbolic.” At about the same time—and making matters even worse—
Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) famously compared religious avoidances with
the obsessive behavior of psychotics in his Totem and Taboo.> Whether they
were seen as the products of primitive fears or primeval obsessions, ritualized
avoidances were dismissed by many as irrational, pointless, and just plain
foolish.

For the sake of illustration, we paraphrase here Robertson Smith’s ap-
proach to the “taboos” of Leviticus, as spelled out in an appendix to his Lectures
on the Religion of the Semites.* Robertson Smith begins by observing correctly
that taboos often revolve around matters that are natural, innocent, and even
necessary: sex, birth, death, and disease. Robertson Smith then asserts that
such beliefs arose among ““savages” who believed that birth, death, and sex in-
volved “the action of superhuman agencies of a dangerous kind.”* The person
whom the Israelites deemed to be ritually defiled, their predecessors deemed to
be truly in danger. According to Robertson Smith, the approach taken by
Israel’s predecessors “is not scientific, but it is perfectly intelligible, and forms
the basis of a consistent system of practice.”® But the Israelites, according to
Robertson Smith, should have known better:

Rules like this have nothing in common with the spirit of Hebrew
religion; they can only be remains of a primitive superstition, like that
of the savage who shuns the blood of uncleanness, and such things,
as a supernatural and deadly virus....

The irrationality of laws of uncleanness, from the standpoint of
spiritual religion or even of the higher heathenism, is so manifest,
that they must necessarily be looked on as having survived from an
earlier form of faith and society. And this being so, I do not see how
any historical student can refuse to class them with savage taboos.
The attempts to explain them otherwise, which are still occasionally
met with, seem to be confined to speculative writers, who have no
knowledge of the general features of thought and belief in rude
societies.”

This is the situation to which Douglas addressed her work, and it is fair to say
that she did so with a certain degree of success.

For our purposes, four aspects of Mary Douglas’s Purity and Danger remain
of lasting importance—in part because of the influence her work has had on
Milgrom and other interpreters of Leviticus’s purity laws. First, against espe-
cially Robertson Smith and Frazer, Douglas argued that avoidance behaviors
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could no longer be dismissed as something inherently or distinctly primitive.
Douglas shows that our own notions of hygiene are not necessarily any more
rational or objective than the religious conceptions frequently dismissed as
irrational.® Second—again against Frazer and Robertson Smith—Douglas ar-
gued that avoidance behaviors could no longer be treated in a “piecemeal”
fashion, on a one-by-one basis. If Frazer could try to collect and analyze taboos
in an encyclopedic fashion—comparing, for instance, various cultures’ atti-
tudes toward blood or hair—Douglas’s work argued persuasively that the
avoidances of any religious tradition or culture had to be treated systemically or
structurally.” Third—and here her criticism applies more widely—the ritual
system once described must then be understood as a symbolic expression."
Thus, for instance, Douglas’s famous chapter on the abominations of Leviticus
treats the biblical dietary laws as a self-contained ritual system that expresses
fundamental ideas about ancient Israelite cosmology. In contrast to Robertson
Smith, Douglas looked for an explanation of biblical dietary laws not by looking
back at pre-Israelite dietary restrictions but rather by appealing to Israel’s own
account of God’s creation of the cosmos.!' Fourth—and for our concerns,
finally—Douglas argued that purity symbol systems serve identifiable social
functions. Far from being meaningless vestiges, these rules serve not only to
express an idea but also to impose or reinforce it. In some cases, these behaviors
serve to draw external boundaries, such as prohibiting exogamy. In others,
pollution ideas serve to highlight internal distinctions in status, or to control
certain undesirable behaviors."”

Purity and Danger, in short, is a passionate defense of ritual in general,
and purity rites in particular. Douglas argues that purity rites should not be
understood as empty vestiges or irrational obsessions. The rituals work to-
gether to form expressive symbolic systems, which not only articulate ideas
but also serve to enforce them. Purity and Danger demonstrates persuasively
that previous treatments of purity rites were plagued by two demons: anti-
ritualism and evolutionism. Antiritualism was in evidence in Frazer’s and
Robertson Smith’s problematic assumption that anyone who adhered to rit-
uals of avoidance must have been erroneously persuaded of their automati-
cally effective result. Why else would people persist in avoiding an obviously
harmless substance, such as pork, unless they were duped into believing that
the avoidance achieved some magical aim? Not only has Douglas answered
that question but also she has correctly identified the misguided, biased
motivation behind it."* Antiritualism was also in evidence in the common-
place critique of ritual as empty formalism, an insufficient expression of the
interior and true thoughts of the person.'*

Evolutionism was in evidence, for example, in Robertson Smith’s tracing
of a more or less linear development from earlier primitive beliefs in the
automatic, magical, effectiveness of ritual (by primitives and early ritualists),
first to the recognition (ostensibly by the Hebrew prophets) that what really
matters is not external ritual but interior disposition. The final step for
Robertson Smith would be, apparently, the elimination of the silly original
ritual altogether. Evolutionism was also in evidence in the assumption that
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the move away from ritual defilement was paralleled with a move toward
ethics. Thus the primitive magician lacked ethics, the Hebrew prophets
taught them, while we moderns finally learned them. Douglas argues pas-
sionately that such schemes are both inaccurate and biased.

While Purity and Danger remains focused on its stated subject, Douglas
ventures to speak of ritual in general: “ritual focuses attention by framing; it
enlivens the memory and links the present with the relevant past. In all this
it aids perception.”'® With the understanding that ritual purity is the pre-
requisite for sacrifice, it is rather obvious that what Douglas has to say
about ritual purity in particular—to say nothing of what she says of ritual in
general—would apply to sacrifice as well. In fact, outside the field of biblical
studies, one can find a number of analyses that apply Douglas’s methods, with
some success, to the study of sacrifice. Such works include Luc de Heusch,
Sacrifice in Africa, as well as what Marcel Detienne, Jean-Pierre Vernant, and
their colleagues at the Paris Center for Comparative Studies of Ancient
Societies have produced in The Cuisine of Sacrifice among the Greeks. In biblical
studies, however, such treatments are much more rare, though not entirely
unknown.'® Yet to my knowledge, none of these applications of Douglas’s
methods to biblical sacrifice attempt to account for both purity and sacrifice at
one and the same time. Had Douglas followed up her work on purity with a
subsequent volume—entitled Sacrifice and Safety—then perhaps the history of
the study of sacrifice would have been different. But as it happened, Douglas
did not directly treat sacrifice in Leviticus until quite recently (and we will
briefly consider her new work toward the end of this chapter).

Claude Levi-Strauss, Totemism, and Metaphor

Lurking in the background of Douglas’s Purity and Danger are the works of
another figure who straddled anthropology and religion, Claude Lévi-Strauss.
In a number of ways, his Totemism and The Savage Mind—Dboth of which first
appeared in 1962—are important preludes to Purity and Danger. Like Doug-
las, Lévi-Strauss argued that evolutionist approaches to primitive society were
highly flawed. Throughout his work, Lévi-Strauss insisted that

these people whom we usually consider as completely subservient
to the need of not starving, of continuing able just to subsist in very
harsh material conditions, are perfectly capable of disinterested
thinking; that is, they are moved by a need or a desire to understand
the world around them, its nature and their society. On the other
hand, to achieve that end, they proceed by intellectual means, exactly
as a philosopher, or even to some extent a scientist, can and

would do."”

In Totemism and in The Savage Mind, Lévi-Strauss also argued passionately and
persuasively that ritual structures once derided as irrational and primitive—
such as totemism—were in fact complex and meaningful structures. Like
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Douglas, Lévi-Strauss insisted that the individual rules cannot be understood
when one is isolated from the other, but only when the rules are studied
together as a system."® Only then can the symbolism be understood. Once their
structural and symbolic nature is properly appreciated, then, finally, “primi-
tive” rules of avoidance can be understood in their original complexity.

Yet, unlike Purity and Danger, Lévi-Strauss’s work contributes very little in
any direct way to an understanding of ancient Israel. In fact, the overall
impact of his work on the study of sacrifice in particular was largely negative.
Lévi-Strauss was not interested in situating ritual structures (or myths, for that
matter) in specific contexts; he was, rather, in search of revealing the ways in
which rituals (and especially myths) articulate a universal, dialectic mode of
thinking." Thus in order to apply it to any specific case, Lévi-Strauss’s wild
and radical structuralism needs to be domesticated.”® But that is not the only
problem. We also must be aware that Lévi-Strauss’s application of his method
was quite selective. He obviously preferred myth to ritual, as is demonstrated
by the subjects of most of his studies throughout his career. In his later works,
hostility toward ritual is painfully expressed, notably in the “Finale” to his
four volumes of Mythologiques. When compared to myth, ritual comes off
as “a bastardization of thought.”?" But even in Lévi-Strauss’s earlier work—
which displays some sympathy to ritual—his approach to ritual was also selective,
matching the overall biases I have been tracing here.

As noted already, Totemism and The Savage Mind analyze “primitive”
systems of avoidance behaviors, demonstrating that the rules, when taken as a
whole, exemplify a rational and symbolic mode of thinking. In Lévi-Strauss’s
mind, it is imperative to recognize the metaphoric nature of totemic rules:

Totemism is based on a postulation of homology between two parallel
series—that of natural species and that of social groups—whose
respective terms, it must be remembered, do not resemble each other
in pairs. It is only the relation between the series as a whole which
is homomorphic: a formal correlation between two systems of
difference, each constituting a pole of opposition.*?

In other words, we cannot hope to understand totemism if we remain focused
on any supposed relationship between a specific clan and its totem. The trick to
understanding the symbolism of totemism is to acknowledge its systemic na-
ture, whereby the relationship between a set of clans is expressed through the
analogy (i.e., the metaphor) in the relationship between their respective totems.
In its simplest form, as group Xis to group Y, so too is the totem of X to the totem
of Y. This is what Lévi-Strauss means when he refers to totemism as meta-
phorical. And because he views metaphor as foundational and cognitive, when
he describes totemism as metaphor, he is paying it a high compliment.”* All this
is well and good, and we can see how these works lead toward some of the key
insights of Purity and Danger.**

When, however, Lévi-Strauss turned his attention to sacrifice—which he
did only briefly—an entirely different instinct seems to have taken over.”
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Lévi-Strauss does not compare sacrifice to totemism; he contrasts them. And
sacrifice comes off looking worse by far. Unlike totemism, sacrifice cannot be a
complex symbolic system because it is based not on symbolism but substitu-
tion. Lévi-Strauss takes as his starting point—and his guiding example—a
description of the sacrifice of a cucumber in Evans-Pritchard’s Nuer Religion.*
Just as a cucumber in this instance stands for an ox, so too in all sacrifice does
the victim stand for something else. But in this case, the symbolism is not
metaphorical but metonymic: “the two systems [sacrifice and totemism] are
therefore opposed by their orientation, metonymical in one case and meta-
phorical in the other.”?” There is no metaphorical system of relations, as in
totemism, just the plain and simple relation—one that is nonmetaphorical
and not so rational—between the sacrifice and whatever it substitutes for.
Just as “metaphorical” for Lévi-Strauss is a compliment, its antonym—
“metonymical”’—is derogatory. In the end, while totemic systems “belong to
the levels of language” and “aim to make sense,” sacrifice is a discourse
“wanting in good sense for all that it may frequently be pronounced.”*®

It is disappointing that the same Lévi-Strauss who argued in his Totemism
that animals are “good to think”?® would treat sacrifice so callously in The
Savage Mind. His explicit disdain for sacrifice finds an unfortunate tacit
support in Douglas’s benign neglect of the same rite—although she cannot be
blamed for Lévi-Strauss’s hostility. But when the two viewpoints are taken
together, one could too easily think that structural anthropology cannot con-
tribute to an understanding of sacrifice.’® One could also too easily think that
while evolutionist analyses of purity were wrong, perhaps evolutionist anal-
yses of sacrifice were not. Whatever the explanation, the tone of Purity and
Danger, which looms large over current treatments of biblical pollution, is
largely absent from the current discussion of biblical sacrifice.

Ren€ Girard and the Assault on Sacrifice

Reading the works of René Girard is an experience altogether different from
that of reading a work by Douglas. While Douglas is an anthropologist,
speaking about what various peoples do (or did), Girard is a literary critic,
analyzing first and foremost the myths that various peoples have composed.
Where Douglas speaks of Africa and Polynesia in addition to the Hebrew
Bible, Girard limits his observations primarily to the classics of the Western
literary tradition, in particular the Bible and the Greek myths. Where Douglas
seeks to understand the symbolism and function of purity systems by placing
them in their social contexts, Girard takes his cue from Freud and Lévi-
Strauss, and seeks to uncover the fundamental idea that lies behind all sac-
rificial rituals: he seeks to reveal, as he puts it, ““the unity of all rites.”*' But the
greatest difference is this: where Purity and Danger seeks to rehabilitate purity
rituals from the slanders heaped upon them, Violence and the Sacred is
nothing short of an indictment of sacrificial rituals. It is therefore disap-
pointing that many biblicists have chosen to develop Girard’s ideas or depend
on his interpretations.>”
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In a nutshell, Girard’s argument runs as follows.**> Like Freud, Girard
finds that a crime lies at the heart of religion. But for Girard, the crime that
explains sacrifice is not a sexually motivated act of patricide but a collective
murder by a frenzied mob of an arbitrarily chosen hapless victim. How does
this crime come about? The first step is to understand that rivalry is part of
human nature. This rivalry manifests itself in what Girard calls “mimetic
desire,” the innate tendency for one person to want what another already
has.>* It is a short step—in a primitive world—from desire to violence, and
soon enough, one of our two primeval competitors has killed the other. Be-
cause the victim has family and friends who naturally seek vengeance, this
first murder does not end things but rather leads to a cycle of “reciprocal
violence.”**> The violent cycle of vengeance repeatedly spirals out, widening
and intensifying, until it reaches a crisis. What finally puts an end to the cycle
of vengeance is an act of “unanimous violence.”*® Acting now as one, the com-
munity spontaneously channels all blame and all violence onto a single per-
son, who is chosen arbitrarily to become the mob’s victim. This is what Girard
calls “generative scapegoating,” and it is this murder that gives rise to sac-
rificial rites.

In Girard’s scheme, the act of sacrifice is productive—or ‘““generative”—in
a number of ways.>’ First and foremost, this final act of brutality puts an end
to the seemingly endless cycle that preceded it. Second, the act’s very success
spawns imitation, albeit on a smaller scale. Because the destructive cycle of
violence has now ended, the relieved community will naturally reenact this
event. But from now on, the community will make a secondary substitution,
utilizing an animal victim that can be more readily disposed of—because no
one will seek vengeance for it. Hence the origin of sacrifice. On the one hand,
ritual sacrifice reenacts the scapegoating that preceded it. But, more impor-
tant, ritualized sacrifice serves to prevent the cycle of violence from breaking
out again. And there is still another way in which the original act of scape-
goating is generative. Because human culture can flourish only once the cycle
of violence is broken, the act of generative scapegoating bequeaths to hu-
manity not only sacrifice but all forms of ritual, myth, and social structure.
Girard’s scheme, in the end, accounts for the origin “of all those cultural
forms that give man his unique humanity.”**

Girard’s tale is a hybrid Western myth. It begins like the story of Cain
and Abel and it reaches a climax that comes out of The Bacchae. It ends,
however, with something of a happily ever after. This is, of course, just a
thumbnail sketch, and not an altogether sympathetic one. But if one can
muster an ounce of sympathy for sacrificial rituals, it is difficult to conjure
much more than that for Girard’s analysis of sacrifice. Girard, in fact, does not
hide his disgust for sacrificial rites, which he refers to as “abhorrent.”*®

To be sure, Girard does believe that sacrifice has a positive function: it
seeks to end violence.*® But sacrifice is in reality ill suited to that task; systems
of justice—which develop later—are much more effective.*' Moreover, Girard
insists that the victims of “generative scapegoating” are chosen arbitrarily: the
origin of sacrifice is then not only violent but actually unjust. Thus, despite its
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positive goal, sacrifice is ineffective and immoral. Sacrificial rites also have a
negative function: to whatever degree they achieve their goal, they do so only by
concealing their true nature.*” The performance of sacrifice led to the devel-
opment of sacrificial myths, which appear to relate the origins of sacrifice but
in fact conceal its true origin. If the genesis of sacrifice—in violent, unanimous
scapegoating—were revealed, the cycle of mimetic violence would begin anew.
Thus the myths and rituals divert attention from what really happened. To this
task of deception, sacrifice and religion in general are all too well suited, to wit
the fact that we never knew what had been concealed until Girard revealed it.
Thus sacrifice fails in its true goal and succeeds only insofar as it deceives.

Girard’s scheme has numerous methodological faults, many of which
have been pointed out before.*’ His scheme is thoroughly reductionist: the
essence of all myth and ritual is sacrifice, and sacrificial ritual boils down to
criminal violence. Girard’s real interests are, moreover, suspiciously selective.
After paying lip service to some anthropological work, he focuses on biblical
narratives and Greek myths. The traditions of Arabia and India play no role,
and presumably contribute nothing to our understanding of how sacrifice
began. Moreover, Girard’s reading of myth and ritual is in truth an elegant
argument ex silentio. By claiming to reveal what pre-Christian myth and ritual
seek to conceal, Girard can develop his own account that finds confirmation
precisely in the fact that what he reveals is not actually articulated straight-
forwardly in these rituals and myths. Those scholars who think that sacrifice
can be explained by interpreting the evidence are simply being fooled by the
sources, the purpose of which is to mislead. In this respect, Girard’s reading is
not only distinctively Christian but also notably Gnostic.** But Girard’s reading
offends not only by being methodologically flawed; not unlike Robertson
Smith’s approach to ritual impurity, Girard’s take on sacrifice exhibits ten-
dencies that are antiritualist and evolutionist.

Evolutionism abounds in Girard’s work, and it takes a number of forms.
One is to view sacrifice as a primitive but failed attempt to achieve what our
systems of justice are devoted to:

There may be a certain connection between all the various methods
employed by man since the beginning of time to avoid being caught up
in an interminable round of revenge. They can be grouped into three
general categories: (1) preventive measures in which sacrificial rites
divert the spirit of revenge into other channels; (2) the harnessing
or hobbling of vengeance by means of compensatory measures, trials
by combat, etc., whose curative effects remain precarious; (3) the
establishment of a judicial system—the most efficient of all curative
procedures.

We have listed the methods in ascending order of effectiveness.
The evolution from preventive to curative procedures is reflected
in the course of history or, at any rate, in the course of the history of
the Western world. . ..
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The curative procedures employed by primitive societies appear
rudimentary to us. We tend to regard them as fumbling efforts to
improvise a judicial system.*’

This argument has all the hallmarks of evolutionism. Like Frazer’s work, this
construct is largely the result of the theorist’s creativity, not real history.

A second form of evolutionism is even more problematic. Girard’s reading
is distinctively Christian, and notably supersessionist. The supersessionistic
nature of Girard’s project becomes most clear when he turns to Christian
narratives and finds only in them the revelation of what all earlier myths and
rituals conceal. Thus, the Gospels outdo all previous mythology.*® But Girard
not only lifts the Gospels above the mythology of religions that are no longer
among us; by seeing the Gospels as the only texts that are truly revelatory,
Girard is led to view Christianity as the necessary completion of Judaism.*’
Even more troubling is the fact that in his analysis of Jesus’ death, Girard
squarely places much of the blame on Jewish authorities and on the (Jewish)
crowd, without entertaining the possibility that postcrucifixion conflicts be-
tween Jesus’ followers and other Jews may have had an impact on how the
passion narratives were constructed.*® What is latent in Girard’s work becomes
more explicit elsewhere: there are some who push the Girardian approach
further, articulating interpretations of sacrifice that explicitly (as opposed to
implicitly) impute to ancient Jews a fair degree of guilt for the killing of
various innocent victims in the first century c.k. and earlier, through the
killing of Jesus, and more simply through the performance of ancient Israelite
ritual.*®

Girard’s antiritualism is evident first in his disdain for sacrifice as im-
moral: all sacrifice involves the killing of innocent victims.’® Girard’s starting
point is, in truth, that sacrifice is injustice. Clearly concerned with the violence
of the twentieth century, Girard assumes that there is a fundamental con-
nection between the human proclivity for (unjust) violence and animal sacri-
fice.> But this assertion is by no means obvious, correct, or even helpful. As
Bruce Chilton recently put it, “Girard makes sacrifice in the ancient world the
scapegoat for violence in modern experience.”** In fact, the assertion is itself
antipriestly, to say the least: whenever one puts the “innocent victims” of
sacrificial ritual in the foreground, there must be, lurking in the background, a
cadre of “guilty priests.” Can this really help us understand sacrifice? But
Girard’s antiritualism extends further. Girard in fact dislikes impurity as much
as he dislikes sacrifice: throughout his work, impurity is equated with vio-
lence.>® Thus, to his credit, we can say that Girard’s approach does take both
purity and sacrifice into account. But in Girard’s case, his wider vision detracts
from his argument. Indeed, when we telescope his disdain for sacrifice with
his reductionist claims regarding the “unity of all rites,” we find a charge
against all rites.

Eventually, it becomes clear that Girard’s antiritualism drives his evolu-
tionism. Defending his historicist approach, Girard avers that
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the relative failure of Frazer, Freud, or Robertson Smith is no
reason to regard their insistence on getting to the bottom of things as
foolish or outdated. To assert that there is nothing to be gained by
seeking out the function and origin of ritual is to say that the language
of religion is destined to remain forever a dead letter, a kind of
gibberish—cleverly codified, perhaps, but devoid of any real
meaning.’*

Here we have it. Unless we can understand its history, ritual is and remains a
meaningless gibberish. While his intentions sound laudable, in fact his un-
derlying assumptions here prove to be both evolutionist and antiritualist.
Ritual obviously means nothing today, Girard says, so the only hope is to
resort to history. Only then can we understand how things evolved from what
was originally misguided but explainable to what is now a dead letter. In the
final analysis, Girard’s take on sacrifice—far from breaking new ground—
really just brings us back to Robertson Smith on taboo. But Girard’s work
does reveal what had been concealed. The fascination with origins is moti-
vated by an evolutionist bias. The only way to understand it is to get to the
bottom of it. This motivating bias characterized Robertson Smith’s take on
Israelite taboos a century ago. And it characterizes much current work on
Israelite sacrifice today.

Walter Burkert and the Primitive Hunter

It is certainly a remarkable coincidence that Walter Burkert published his
theory on the origins of sacrifice—entitled, Homo Necans: The Anthropology of
Ancient Greek Sacrificial Ritual and Myth—in the same year René Girard
published Violence and the Sacred. In this work, Burkert sets out, like Girard, ona
quest to reveal the concealed origins of sacrificial practices. Burkert simi-
larly assumes the centrality of ritual killing: the first subheading of the first
chapter of Homo Necansis “Sacrifice as an Act of Killing.” Like Girard, Burkert’s
concern with violence in the contemporary world translates into a distaste
for sacrifice: Burkert’s own summary of his theory is entitled “The Problem
of Ritual Killing.”*> Considering the similarities—both coincidental and sub-
stantive—it is not all that surprising that the two theories are commonly
paired.>® It is also not surprising that the two authors themselves felt a sense of
kinship with each other.>’

Yet there are differences between the two, and for the most part where they
differ it is to Burkert’s benefit. Primarily, of course, they differ in the thrust of
the theory. Where Girard gives priority to an original act of scapegoating,
Burkert argues that sacrifice constitutes a ritualization of the hunt. While
Burkert’s works are infused with a concern for elucidating the nature of hu-
man evolution, he manages to theorize about sacrificial origins without falling
into an evolutionist approach. In fact, Burkert repeatedly and pessimistically
denies that humans have made as much progress as we may tend to hope,
especially when it comes to violence.’® Burkert’s work is also less reductionist
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than Girard’s: Burkert recognizes the difference between scapegoat rites and
whole burnt offerings, and he denies that a single explanation works for all
sacrificial rites.>* And he doesn’t begin to go as far as Girard’s “unity of all
rites.” To the contrary, Burkert endorses contextual, functionalist approaches,
taking a decided step back from Lévi-Strauss in the direction of Douglas—
though he remains focused on his quest for origins.®® Burkert is also less
critical of sacrifice in general: while he focuses on sacrifice as killing, he le-
gitimates sacrifice by tying it to hunting, which of course was necessary at one
time for human survival.®'

While Burkert expands the scope from Girard’s exclusive focus on
killing, he is still too focused on the supposed shock and horror of killing.®*
Whether this focus will help us understand the origins of sacrifice we may
never know. But surely such a focus cannot help us explain an entire sac-
rificial process (to say nothing of preliminaries such as ritual purification).
Indeed, precisely because he is more methodologically sound in his quest
for origins, Burkert’s works are equally less relevant for an understanding of
the sacrificial process as described in Leviticus. Like Lévi-Strauss, Burkert’s
work on sacrifice—as interesting as it is—is a dead end for those interested
in ancient Israel. Whether or not sacrifice originated in hunting practices, it
is difficult to imagine how the sacrifice-as-hunting thesis can shed light on
the killing of domesticated animals by a pastoralist society such as ancient
Israel.”?

Having established the disparity between the theoretical treatments of
purity and sacrifice, we are positioned to observe how this disparity is reflected
in current exegetical work on Leviticus. Significantly, a number of modern
commentaries exhibit some sort of disparity between their treatments of
purity and sacrifice.** But to illustrate the case, we turn to what is surely the
greatest academic treatment of Leviticus, Jacob Milgrom’s three-volume,
2,700-plus-page Anchor Bible commentary.

Ritual Purity and Sacrifice in Jacob Milgrom’s Leviticus

Milgrom’s volumes engage much of the current theoretical work on purity and
sacrifice, with both positive and negative results. On the positive side, we finally
have a comprehensive, learned, scholarly commentary on Leviticus that is in-
formed by the advances made by anthropologists and other experts in religious
studies. But on the negative side, we also have a commentary that reflects the
methodological disparities characterizing the current study of purity and sac-
rifice.*® Briefly put, while Milgrom treats ritual purity thoroughly and sympa-
thetically, his treatment of sacrifice leaves something to be desired. Of course, as
noted already, Milgrom’s work is hardly unique in this respect. But precisely
because his work is so detailed—and because it is destined to be a major tool for
the study of Leviticus for generations to come—it is fitting to devote attention
here to ways in which the common methodological disparities manifest
themselves in Milgrom’s work.
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Ritual Purity

Jacob Milgrom’s treatment of the ritual purity laws is sophisticated and
sympathetic. For our purposes, there are two important characteristics of
Milgrom’s approach to ritual purity, both of which result from lessons drawn
in part from Douglas’s Purity and Danger. First, Milgrom insists on the
structural—*“systemic”’—nature of the ritual purity rules.®® Tellingly, he
speaks of ritual purity regulations as a “system” throughout his commentary,
and he draws certain implications from that assumption. In particular, Mil-
grom is willing to infer the existence of all sorts of purity rules, even though
they are not explicitly stated in the Hebrew Bible. For instance, Leviticus 15
does not explicitly require that women immerse themselves upon the com-
pletion of their menstrual periods, a fact that frequently surprises those who
know that this is one of the few ritual purity rules that many traditionally
minded Jews still follow to this day. What are we to make of the absence of
this requirement? Interestingly, Leviticus 15:16 requires a man to bathe upon
purification from semen defilement, even though that particular form of de-
filement lasts for only a single day. Moreover, Leviticus 15:21 requires a man to
immerse if he had come into contact with his wife while she was ritually
impure. If the men in these cases are required to immerse themselves, does it
not stand to reason that those who were purifying themselves from even more
severe forms of impurity—like that which results from menstruation—must
also immerse? Milgrom applies precisely this kind of logic to this case and
some others as well.” The validity of this approach is not the present concern.
What is important for our purposes is to underscore that his approach op-
erates on the assumption that the ritual purity rules form a coherent system
that is governed by its own internal logic. Therefore, the scholar-reader of
Leviticus who is equipped with the proper understanding of the system’s
principles can fill in many of the regulations left unarticulated. The reader of
Milgrom’s commentary can best appreciate this aspect of his approach by
examining the various charts and diagrams occupying some twenty pages of
Leviticus 1—16. These charts map out the various ways in which distinct sub-
stances defile, and then indicate the ways in which one might purify oneself
from such defilements.®® Virtually every chart has items marked in brackets.
These brackets enclose data that are not mentioned as such in Leviticus but
result from logical deductions like the one just paraphrased.

A second ramification of Milgrom’s systemic approach to ritual purity is
found in his argument that the system as a whole can be understood sym-
bolically. According to the laws of the Pentateuch, a number of natural pro-
cesses and substances bring about ritual defilement, including childbirth (Lev.
12:1-8), certain skin diseases and other fungi (Lev. 13:1-14:32), genital dis-
charges (Lev. 15:1-33), the carcasses of certain impure animals (Lev. 11:1-47),
and human corpses (Num. 19:10-22).°° In his discussions of the various
substances that bring about ritual defilement in the Hebrew Bible, Milgrom
sets out to find a single common denominator that underlies all of the rules.
In the end he does find one; and then, not unlike Douglas, he argues that the
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entire system has a single symbolic focus: the “common denominator” of the
purity system is, in Milgrom’s view, death.”® Each substance that defiles is just
one or two steps removed from representing the process of death or the forces
of death.

Not all are convinced by this explanation. We will review the details in the
next chapter when we analyze biblical purificatory and sacrificial rituals more
closely. It is not important for our purposes here to evaluate whether Mil-
grom’s single symbolic common denominator is correct. Rather, what is
important to note is how indebted Milgrom’s approach is to Douglas. Mil-
grom speaks consistently of a system that is symbolic in nature and can be
explained by appeal to a single idea. This is not unlike how Douglas treats the
dietary prohibitions in the famous third chapter of Purity and Danger. Signif-
icantly, while Milgrom criticizes Douglas on many points of detail, he also
recognizes the debt his interpretation of ritual purity rules owes to hers.”!

Sacrifice

Milgrom’s approach to sacrifice is altogether different, virtually the inverse of
the way in which he approaches ritual impurity. While Milgrom recognizes that
sacrificial rules constitute a system,”” he denies to that system any real meaning.
Moreover, his treatment of sacrifice is highly evolutionist. When it comes to
understanding sacrifice as a phenomenon, he seems more interested in what
happened before Leviticus and after and less interested in what is going on
within the text itself. In this respect, Milgrom’s work is in line with—and very
likely influenced by—the current search for origins that seems to predominate
in much of the current discussion on sacrificial rituals.””> With regard to sacri-
fice, the influence of Douglas on Milgrom is not in evidence.

Milgrom begins his discussion of theories of sacrifice by quoting a rab-
binic text that he believes—erroneously, as it turns out—*‘clearly implies that
the sacrifices were not ends in themselves but were divinely ordained in order
to wean Israel from idolatry.””* The passage in question is a rabbinic com-
ment on Leviticus 17:3—7, the passage requiring that all slaughter take place at
the tent of meeting (Lev. Rabbah 22:8; ed. Margulies 2:516-517).”> Milgrom
continues, quoting the following extract: the matter “may be compared to a
king’s son who was addicted to carcasses and forbidden meats. Said the king:
Let him always eat at my table and he will get out of the habit.” The text
continues, explaining that the son in the parable represents the Israelites, who
were accustomed to performing idolatrous worship when they were enslaved
in Egypt. God requires, therefore, that they slaughter animals for food only at
the tent of meeting (that is, in God’s presence) so that they will break their
idolatrous habits and perform their sacrificial worship properly. This text,
however, does not “clearly imply” that sacrifice itself is only a means to an
end, as Milgrom asserts. The means to the end of weaning Israel from idol-
atry is the requirement that all slaughter take place at the tent of meeting, just
as the means to the end in the parable is the requirement that the son eat only at
the king’s table. The parable does not imply that sacrifice in general is destined
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to end, any more than it implies that the king’s son is supposed to learn even-
tually to live without eating. The text operates on the assumption that sacrifice—
like eating—is a given, something that neither the son nor the king can live
without. That this particular rabbinic comment was concerned with the re-
striction of slaughter to the sanctuary (and not the eventual abolition of sacrifice)
can also be seen in the fact that the text explicitly cites Leviticus 17:7. Moreover,
the editors of Leviticus Rabbah placed this passage in the midst of other passages
commenting on Leviticus 17:3—7, and not among passages speaking of sacrifice
in general.

Milgrom then cites the medieval Jewish philosopher Maimonides, who
certainly exhibits, in Milgrom’s phrase, “an uneasiness with sacrifice.” As we
discussed already, Maimonides’ historicist (or evolutionist) approach to sac-
rifice was highly controversial in its own day. Indeed, the controversy con-
tinued down through the Middle Ages, coming to a head again with the rise of
movements advocating synagogue reform. Significantly, the passage Milgrom
quoted from Leviticus Rabbah has itself played a role in these medieval and
modern Jewish debates about the future of sacrifice. The philosopher and
exegete Isaac Abarbanel (1437-1508) quotes a version of the Leviticus Rabbah
passage in the introduction to his commentary on Leviticus, where he defends
Maimonides’ approach. Interestingly enough, Maimonides himself did not
quote the Leviticus Rabbah passage in his own historicist interpretation of
sacrifice. Scholars have continued to debate whether the passage really means
what Abarbanel (and now Milgrom) says it means. And this debate typically is
but an aspect of the larger debate on the role sacrifice should play in Jewish
liturgy and eschatology.”® The upshot is this: Leviticus Rabbah 22:8 doesn’t
“clearly” imply anything. Milgrom’s reading of this passage is clearly shaped
by those exegetes who took Maimonides’ side in the debate about the future
of sacrifice. Yet one can certainly wonder whether the fourth- or fifth-century
rabbis responsible for Leviticus Rabbah 22:8 really meant what the Maimo-
nidean medievals and reforming moderns make them say.””

But Milgrom’s approach is not problematic only on these grounds. In truth,
Maimonides’ evolutionist argument is no more relevant to the scholar of Le-
viticus than René Girard’s approach to sacrifice, or Robertson Smith’s approach
to ritual purity. The priestly traditions, after all, understand sacrifice as if it were
“an eternal law” meant to last “throughout the generations forever” (e.g., Exod.
12:17).”® Citing Maimonides’ evolutionist scheme—or even its ostensible rab-
binic precursors—is no different from concluding a treatment of sacrifice in the
Hebrew Bible with a discussion of the New Testament book of Hebrews.”® The
Christian belief that sacrifice was destined to be replaced by Jesus’ death is
surely irrelevant. The modern Jewish belief that sacrifice was destined to be
replaced by prayer is no more relevant.

From this problematic first paragraph, Milgrom’s treatment of sacrifice
continues along evolutionist lines. He briefly summarizes some of the theories
of sacrifice, including the understandings of sacrifice as feeding the gods, as
effecting unity with the gods, and as giving gifts to the gods. Milgrom explicitly
denies that any theory except the last illumines sacrifice in ancient Israel.
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He grants, as he must, that the Hebrew Bible is full of sacrificial idioms based
on the idea that sacrifices are divine food, including “my table” (Ezek. 44:16),
“the food of his God” (Lev. 21:22), and “my food” (Num. 28:2). Moreover, the
tabernacle was furnished with a table (Exod. 25:23—30) on which bread was
regularly offered (Lev. 24:5-9). But he dismisses the notion that Israelites
thought they were sustaining their God: “these words, objects and mores are
only fossilized vestiges from a dim past, which show no life in the Bible.”*°

Milgrom’s discussion continues, treating various theories of sacrifice,
including René Girard’s and Walter Burkert’s. He regards the former as
“remote from explaining biblical sacrifice” while suggesting that the latter
“may prove to have penetrated deepest into the mystery of sacrificial origins.”
Milgrom concludes that “no single theory can encompass the sacrificial sys-
tem of any society, even the most primitive.” He wraps up his discussion by
quoting an anthropologist’s assertion that “sacrifice is a flexible symbol which
can convey a rich variety of possible meanings.”®'

While this last sentiment may be on the right track, Milgrom’s approach
to sacrifice generally proceeds along other lines. Truth be told, his approach to
sacrifice is suspiciously like Robertson Smith’s treatment of purity rules. For
Robertson Smith, taboos made sense only when people really thought that
the sources of defilement were demonic and dangerous; for Milgrom, sacrifice
really only made sense when people literally believed they were feeding the
gods. For both Robertson Smith and Milgrom, ancient Israel represents a
stage beyond that, when the literal meanings no longer applied but ancient
rituals survived nonetheless as fossilized vestiges. The final stage of intellec-
tual and ritual development comes when the primitive ritual—taboo, for
Robertson Smith; sacrifice, for Milgrom—is dispensed with altogether.®

Milgrom’s evolutionism is not limited to his approach to sacrifice. He also
approaches purity rules from an evolutionist perspective—tracing develop-
ments from idolatrous conceptions of the demonic toward Israel’s symbolic and
ethical understandings of the rites.®® The difference is that Milgrom argues at
the same time that the purity rules take on new meanings in ancient Israel,
expressing fundamental ideas about life and death, and Israel’s relationship to
God. But while ritual purity rules become a true symbolic system for ancient
Israel, the sacrificial rules largely remain as a “fossilized vestige.” The devel-
opment in this case is a negative one: sacrifice no longer has the foolish, literal
meanings it once had for pre-Israelite idolaters.

Milgrom’s argument suffers because his approach to sacrificial language is
itself rather problematic. Running through his commentary is the presump-
tion that linguistic usage develops in one direction, from the literal to the
metaphorical. Many of his arguments for the claim that the Priestly source (P)
predates the Holiness Code (H) are predicated on the assumption that terms
(such as “purity”’) which are to be taken literally in P are to be understood
metaphorically in H.** Other developments can also be traced by following the
process of metaphorization: from Deuteronomy to the Holiness Code, as well
as developments within the Holiness Code tradition itself.** Indeed, Milgrom’s
general approach to the relationship of the various strands of the Pentateuch
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has justly been called evolutionist,** and the assumption that language de-
velops from literal to metaphorical is a consistent aspect of his approach.
Milgrom’s denigration of sacrifice goes hand in hand with his assump-
tion that metaphor is a relatively late development in human thought. As I
have argued and will continue to argue, a full contextual understanding of
sacrifice in ancient Israel requires that we remove both sacrifice and metaphor
from evolutionist schemes like Milgrom’s that place literal understandings
of sacrifice in a primitive stage of human development and metaphor in a
relatively late stage. The problem with such schemes is that by nature they
preclude the possibility that sacrifice was understood symbolically by those
Israelites who practiced it. The origin of the ritual is set back in a pre-
metaphorical era, and symbolic thought—the essence of metaphor—enters
only later. It should be clear that such constructions of the remote past are
ideologically biased and methodologically flawed. We have also seen how they
can be arbitrarily selective: why is it that ritual purity becomes a symbolic
system while sacrifice does not? The answer to this question lies, in part, in
the degree to which contemporary approaches to ritual structures like purity
and sacrifice are culturally conditioned. But in order to understand that, we
would do well to look back to a time when things were very different.

Looking Back: A Different Time, a Different Attitude
William Robertson Smith, Taboo, and Communion

As we have seen, the recent theoretical works on sacrifice and purity treat their
topics separately and differently. It is therefore significant to note that there
was a time—just over a century ago—when the prominent approach to purity
and sacrifice was practically the reverse of what it is today. We have already
quoted from and discussed William Robertson Smith’s dismissal of the ritual
purity legislation of the Hebrew Bible. The passage from Lectures on the Re-
ligion of the Semites quoted above represents an evolutionist approach to ritual
at its worst. It is all the more striking, therefore, to realize that Robertson
Smith’s approach to sacrifice was notably more sympathetic, even while it was
only slightly less evolutionistic.®”

Robertson Smith described sacrifice first and foremost as an act of
communion:

The leading idea in the animal sacrifices of the Semites, as we shall
see by and by, was not that of a gift made over to the god, but of an
act of communion, in which the god and his worshippers unite by
partaking together of the flesh and blood of a sacred victim.**

According to Robertson Smith, other notions of sacrifice developed around
this original idea. The understanding of sacrifice as giving something to the
deity presupposes a number of technological, social, and theological devel-
opments that must have come later, including the invention of agriculture,
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the idea of private property, and the notion that the deity owns and rules the
land.*® The expiatory role of sacrifice is also a by-product of the original notion
of communion: by renewing the kinship between the sinner and the deity,
sacrificial acts can function in a piacular role, without any connotation of gift
or payment.”® Robertson Smith, however, does not view these moves from the
original idea in a positive light. He is particularly critical of the notion of
private property, which “materializes everything that it touches” and renders
traditional sacrificial practices useless to the task of reaching “spiritual con-
ceptions of the deity.”®" Nonetheless, the original idea of sacrifice as com-
munion was never entirely eliminated. Above all, it remains in evidence in
ancient Israel in the joyful and social performance of, and sharing of, what
Robertson Smith referred to as the zevah sacrifice (also known as the peace-
offering; Lev. 3:1-17).>

In reaching his understanding of sacrifice, Robertson Smith takes several
steps, not all of which are on solid ground. Robertson Smith must first posit,
following Julius Wellhausen (1844-1918), that the idea of sacrifice as an act of
expiation was a relatively late development.”®> Robertson Smith must also posit
the widespread existence of a certain form of totemism whereby an animal
representing the deity was consumed, along with its blood.”* Neither of these
positions is fully justifiable, and the second in particular is highly problematic,
being based on the weakest of evidence.”®

Robertson Smith’s approach to sacrifice is, of course, highly evolutionist.
Throughout his work, he traces developments from the simple to the sophis-
ticated, from lower to higher, from the material to the spiritual.”® His overall
estimation of the early human capacity for thought is quite low.”” Moreover,
his evolutionism is distinctly supersessionist as well: historical analysis here
serves as a Christian apology (despite the fact that Robertson Smith himself
was tried as a heretic).”® But his approach to sacrifice exhibits an evolutionism
of a different sort from that seen above in his treatment of purity rules. While
purity rites remain in ancient Israel as a meaningless vestige, soon to be
dispensed with altogether, sacrifice serves in ancient Israel as a meaningful
ritual, one that exemplifies all that is good in ancient religion:

The sacrificial meal was an appropriate expression of the antique
ideal of religious life, not merely because it was a social act and an act
in which the god and his worshippers were conceived as partaking
together, but because, as has already been said, the very act of eating
and drinking with a man was a symbol and a confirmation of
fellowship and mutual social obligations.”®

Sacrifice, being social and symbolic, is not just appropriate but even possesses
a “sacramental efficacy.”’® As he traces evolutionary developments that
culminate in Christianity, Robertson Smith at the same time emphasizes a
certain degree of continuity, by isolating communion as the key motivation of
sacrifice from the beginning: “the more ancient idea of living communion
between the god and his worshippers, which fell more and more into the
background under the theory of sacrificial gifts, contained an element of
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permanent truth wrapped up in a very crude embodiment.”'”" While purity
rituals were an illogical dead end, sacrificial rituals were from the beginning
on the right track—along a winding road, perhaps—leading to their fulfill-
ment in Christianity. Thus, again unlike purity rules, sacrificial practices and
ideas were worthy of sustained analysis: over half of Robertson Smith’s Lec-
tures treats sacrifice,'®> while the treatment of purity is relegated to an ap-
pendix. And it is certainly no small coincidence that the central role assigned
to sacrifice in antiquity—communion—was “congenial to the Christian faith
as he understood it.”'*’

It is difficult to overestimate the historical significance of Robertson
Smith’s work for the field we now call religious studies. Robertson Smith had
direct impact on, among others, Emile Durkheim, James Frazer, Sigmund
Freud, Henri Hubert, and Marcel Mauss.'® In many cases, it is precisely in
our fields of interest—purity and sacrifice—that Robertson Smith influenced
these scholars the most. His emphasis on the social origins of sacrifice—and,
by extension, all religion—had a profound impact on Durkheim and his as-
sociates.'® Robertson Smith’s interest in totemic origins had profound in-
fluence, for better or for worse, on Frazer and Freud.'”® By emphasizing the
inadequacy of Tylor’s sacrifice-as-gift theory to a social context—where sharing
is paramount—Robertson Smith can be seen as a precursor to Marcel Mauss’s
work The Gift, which does away with simple understandings of giving alto-
gether. Yet influence can breed disagreement. Just as Douglas has successfully
controverted Robertson Smith’s approach to purity, so too have many others—
as we will see soon—demonstrated the inadequacy of Robertson Smith’s ap-
proach to sacrifice. But it is not only his theory that has been rejected. The
entire idea of giving pride of place to sacrificial practice as understood by ancient
Israel seems entirely out of fashion with the origins-obsessed works of recent
years. Instead, we find that the fashion in biblical studies today is a complete
inversion of Robertson Smith’s approach one century ago, with scholars like
Milgrom approaching sacrifice the way Robertson Smith approached purity.

Hubert, Mauss, and the Gifts of Their Collaboration

Less than a decade after the original publication of Robertson Smith’s Lectures,
Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss published in 1898 what remains one of the
most remarkable essays on sacrifice ever written.'®” More than a century later,
the brief essay continues to receive praise from anthropologists, classicists, and
even some biblicists.'®® Tt has safely been called “the most frequently cited
theoretical work on sacrifice ever written.”'® For our purposes, there are three
fundamental contributions of the work, each of which provides an important
and lasting corrective to Robertson Smith. First, Hubert and Mauss criticize
the evolutionist scheme at the heart of Robertson Smith’s project (by the time
they wrote, James Frazer had already developed these ideas further).''® Not
only is there not enough evidence to posit that the origin of sacrifice is to be
found in totemism but also there is not enough evidence to support any
scheme that prioritizes a single idea of sacrifice (such as communion) and
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then views all other motivations (such as expiation) as developments or by-
products."'" In a particularly prescient passage, Hubert and Mauss forswear
drawing any implications for the history of sacrifice from the chronologies of
the biblical texts inferred by the biblical critics:

even if we believe that Biblical criticism can provide the history of the
texts, we refuse to confuse this history with that of the facts. In
particular, whatever may be the date of Leviticus and of the Priestly
Code in general, the age of the text is not, in our view, necessarily the
age of the rite. ... [The rites] existed before they were recorded."'?

This brings us to their second contribution: that ancient sacrifice cannot be
reduced to any single motive. Hubert and Mauss doubt on phenomenological
grounds that the idea of communion can ever be fully separated from expi-
ation, or vice versa: elements of sharing and separation seem to be present in
all sacrificial rites to a greater or lesser degree.'"> Against the textual history
of Wellhausen and the evolutionary construct of Robertson Smith, Hubert
and Mauss maintain, in short, that sacrifice must be studied “in its original
complexity.”**

The third remarkable aspect of their contribution for our purposes is their
widening of the scope of sacrifice, beyond the killing and beyond the con-
sumption. Hubert and Mauss conceive of sacrifice as a broad process consisting
of several stages. In addition to killing and consumption, this scheme of sac-
rifice consists of processes of sacralization and desacralization, or more simply,
entry and exit.''® Figuring prominently in the rituals of entry are, of course, the
biblical rites and concepts of ritual purification.'*® Unlike Robertson Smith,
Hubert and Mauss do not dismiss these rituals as meaningless survivals. They
are seen, rather, as part and parcel of the sacrificial process: “all these purifi-
cations, lustrations, and consecrations prepared the profane participant for the
sacred act, by eliminating from his body the imperfections of his secular nature,
cutting him off from the common life, and introducing him step by step into the
sacred world of the gods.”*"” In its fullest form, this process of becoming sacred
is, in fact, something akin to becoming divine: the priest “is obliged to become a
god himself in order to be capable of acting upon them.”"'® We will return to
this important idea in the next chapter.

There are other contributions of this essay: some see in it, in fact, the seed
of structuralism."'® But there are also important shortcomings. Surely their
attempt to speak of a universal structure, while focusing primarily on Semitic
and Hindu models, brings the charge of ethnocentrism.'*° It should be no
surprise that their model applies neither to Africa nor to Greece.'”' The
chapter “Sacrifice of the God” seems overly focused on Christian models of the
sacrificial ideal.'?? Indeed, as Ivan Strenski has shown, Hubert and Mauss’s
work on sacrifice can be situated in specific moral and political concerns of late
nineteenth-century France.'”® Surely their valorization of sacrifice reflects
ideologies of the time when—leading up to World War I—sacrifice (especially
self-sacrifice) was considered a civic virtue.'** Yet these concerns are not as
typically European or as distinctively Christian as some have assumed. In fact,
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their particular interpretation of sacrifice—which mediates between expiation
and communion, and which identifies a self-serving aspect to sacrificial acts—
actually challenges contemporary Roman Catholic and Protestant approaches
to these matters.'*> More than anything else, Hubert and Mauss’s work em-
ulates and aligns itself academically, morally, and politically with the work of
the French Jewish expert of Indian religion Sylvain Lévi (1863-1935)."*° Lévi
was a teacher of both Mauss and Hubert, and he published his La Doctrine du
Sacrifice dans les Brahmanas in 1898, the same year as Hubert and Mauss’s
essay. Lévi was also an active member of various Jewish social, religious, and
academic organizations. True to the life and work of their teacher Lévi, Hubert
and Mauss articulate a theory of sacrifice that is sympathetic to ritual and
equally sympathetic to biblical and postbiblical Jewish sources. More impor-
tant, Hubert and Mauss’s joint studies of Hindu and Semitic ritual—simply by
pairing the Hebrew Bible with the Vedas—formulate a critique of racist, anti-
Semitic conceptions of Aryan superiority, which were already gaining ground
in their day.'”’

In a way, then, we can accurately say that Hubert and Mauss’s classic work
is just as engaged in the issues of concern to late nineteenth-century France as
Girard’s work is engaged in the moral concerns of his time and place.'*® But
there are two significant differences. First, it is easier—hopefully—to sym-
pathize with the universalist moralizing of Hubert and Mauss than with the
blunt antiritualist biases of Girard. Second, and more important, Hubert and
Mauss’s methods withstand the test of time in their application to the biblical
evidence. Their aim of analyzing the entire process of sacrifice in its “original
complexity”—whatever its motivation—provides a firm foundation for the
analysis of sacrifice in ancient Israel. We will see in the next chapter just how
productive an approach that starts like theirs can be.

Emile Durkheim and the Elementary Form of the Current Scene

If Hubert and Mauss’s approach was so productive and sound, why then has it
not been emulated in studies of sacrifice in ancient Israel, especially as it is so
frequently cited and praised? To answer this question, we need to trace briefly
what happened to their theory in the field of religious studies on the one hand
and in biblical studies on the other. To start with the latter: it was generally
ignored. The most influential twentieth-century works on sacrifice in ancient
Israel—including the works of George Buchanan Gray, Roland de Vaux, and
Jacob Milgrom—say little if anything about Hubert and Mauss, even as they
take up and critique Robertson Smith’s theories. The reason for this is actually
not so difficult to isolate. The biblicists tend to be concerned with theories of
origins, and Hubert and Mauss explicitly eschew any such concerns. To those
who persist in explaining sacrifice in ancient Israel by constructing broader
evolutionist histories of the rite, Hubert and Mauss'’s essay must seem beside
the point.

In the broader field of religious studies, the impact of Hubert and Mauss
has been limited by two factors. For those like Burkert and Girard who are
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interested in origins, Hubert and Mauss’s essay is either ignored (as in
Burkert’'s Homo Necans) or criticized for not seeking to understand origins (as
in Girard’s Violence and the Sacred).'*® But another reason for the limited
impact of Hubert and Mauss’s work is, ironically, the way in which their work
was mediated to the general public by their own teacher in the most famous
work to emerge from the Durkheimian group, Durkheim’s own Elementary
Forms of the Religious Life.

It is becoming increasingly clear that Durkheim owed a great debt to
Mauss and Hubert, and not just vice versa."*° But while we appreciate Hubert
and Mauss’s impact on Durkheim, we must at the same time contemplate
the disservice that Elementary Forms does to Sacrifice: Its Nature and Function.
Briefly put, Durkheim’s Elementary Forms forges something of a forced
communion between the theories of Hubert and Mauss on the one hand and
Robertson Smith on the other. In my view, the effects of this union were
largely negative.

Following Hubert and Mauss, Durkheim rejects the centrality of com-
munion, and he likewise exhibits an interest in the purificatory rites that
precede sacrifice.”*' But where Hubert and Mauss find a place for expiation
alongside communion, Durkheim emphasizes the connection between the
notions of communion and oblation, recognizing that in a social context, it is
difficult to separate the giving from the sharing.'>” Durkheim here paves the
way for Mauss’s later essay, The Gift, which argues, with attention to sacrifice,
that all forms of giving are based on assumptions that gifts will be recipro-
cated. In these and other respects, Durkheim criticizes the work of Robertson
Smith. But in agreement with Robertson Smith—and in disagreement with
Hubert and Mauss—Durkheim takes up the matter of totemism and the
question of origins, presenting an analysis decidedly more evolutionist than
that of Hubert and Mauss.">> What is more—and what is particularly sig-
nificant for our concerns—Durkheim once again drives a wedge between the
various aspects of the sacrificial process that Hubert and Mauss wished to
integrate.

The rites that Hubert and Mauss classify as “the entry”’—the first step of
the sacrificial process—Durkheim classifies as the ‘“negative cult.” Durkheim
thus takes a decided step back toward Robertson Smith and his radical sep-
aration of irrational and vestigial conceptions of defilement from what he saw
as the symbolic ritual par excellence, sacrifice. Granted, Durkheim’s analysis
is not a full throwback to Robertson Smith’s understanding of taboo.
Durkheim does defend the negative cult against the charge of irrationality,
and he also cites Hubert and Mauss and notes approvingly that these rites
serve important functions leading toward the positive cult."** Moreover, we
cannot forget that prohibitions regarding sacred things do serve a central role
in Durkheim’s overall definition of religion. Yet it is equally clear that for
Durkheim, the referent “negative cult” is an evaluative one. Compared to the
“positive cult”—of which sacrifice is a supreme example—the “‘negative cult”
is merely a preliminary."?” It is the positive cult that proves worthy of detailed
analysis, with Durkheim devoting to the positive cult roughly four times
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the space allotted to its negative preliminary. Moreover, it is the positive cult
that serves the ultimate function of creating the sacred principle, which in
Durkheim’s view is the personification of society itself. Thus the positive cult
is not only functional but also symbolic."*®

Durkheim’s logic is rather shaky here, and his overall approach is subject
to due criticism."*” But the circularity of Durkheim’s reasoning is not of in-
terest to us. What remains significant is the fact that by introducing the terms
“negative” and “positive,” and by evaluating the two categories accordingly,
Durkheim effectively undid what should have been one of Hubert and Mauss’s
more lasting contributions. It is to Durkheim’s (dis)credit that after him the
field of religious studies has maintained, for the most part, this distinction
between the positive and negative cult. The significant difference is that the
heirs of Durkheim—including Douglas and Lévi-Strauss—evaluated avoid-
ance behaviors positively and sacrifice either negatively or not at all. But the
contrast drawn crudely by Robertson Smith—which was broken down for a
brief moment by Hubert and Mauss—was reestablished by Durkheim. And so
it remains.

Accounting for the Current Scene

So the question arises: Why is it that some of the very same scholars who look
at the food laws and the purity regulations, and see the need to find a key to
unlock a complex symbolic system, look at sacrifice as a fossilized vestige, one
that is finally bereft of whatever foolish meanings it once had? If the ritual
purity system—the prerequisite for sacrifice—can be understood as symbolic,
does it not stand to reason that the sacrificial system(s) also might be?

Significantly, this current state of affairs seems to be relatively distinct to
biblical studies. Outside the narrow (and often nonsecular) confines of biblical
studies, sympathetic analyses of sacrificial rituals are actually de rigueur. In
classical studies, Marcel Detienne, Jean-Pierre Vernant, and their colleagues
at the Paris Center for Comparative Studies of Ancient Societies have pro-
duced an impressive collection of essays, The Cuisine of Sacrifice among the
Greeks. These essays are interested not in origins but rather in elucidating
what sacrifice meant to those ancient Greeks who practiced it. The same can
be said of Luc de Heusch'’s Sacrifice in Africa, which takes lessons from Purity
and Danger. But within biblical studies, Mary Douglas’s latest treatment of
Leviticus—to which we will turn toward the end of this chapter—is one of the
few analyses of the Hebrew Bible that fits the bill. For a variety of reasons,
scholars of the Hebrew Bible are willing to study purity with some sympathy,
leaving little patience for sacrifice.

One reason for this phenomenon is the simple fact that in the field of re-
ligious studies today, purification and sacrifice are generally considered to be
two distinct topics. This is perhaps best exemplified by the fact that a number
of the most frequently cited theoretical works in the field (e.g., the classic
works by Douglas and Girard) are devoted primarily, if not entirely, to one or
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the other of these subjects. But the hard-and-fast bifurcation of purity and
sacrifice—though it is certainly a factor—is insufficient to explain the dif-
ference in the ways they are treated in biblical studies. The same bifurcation is
in evidence in classical studies, for instance, where we have Robert Parker’s
Miasma (treating purity) and Detienne and Vernant’s collection of essays The
Cuisine of Sacrifice among the Greeks. Yet in classical studies, we don’t find the
same significant dissimilarity between the ways these rites tend to be treated.
In addition to the general separation of purity from sacrifice in the field of
religious studies, another explanation for their being treated differently also
recommends itself. Purity rituals in the form of baptism remain a part of
Christianity, and purity concerns relating to both the body and diet remain a
part of Judaism. But truly sacrificial rituals do not play a role in contemporary
Jewish or Christian practice. Of course, certain Christian traditions foster
sacrificial understandings of the eucharist. And the traditional hope for the
restoration of sacrificial service is maintained by Orthodox Jews. Even so,
Christianity in general and modernist forms of Judaism are predicated upon
the replacement of blood sacrifice by something better that came later: Jesus’
death and/or the eucharist, in the case of Christianity; prayer, in the case of
(modernist) Judaism. Thus we should not be at all surprised when ancient
Israelite sacrifice is dismissed as a vestige from the remote past by either
Christian or (modernist) Jewish scholars. But this factor too is not a fully
sufficient explanation, for if it were, we would certainly have expected to see the
same bias at work a hundred years ago in biblical studies. But in the case of
Robertson Smith, for example, we saw that quite the reverse was the case: he
viewed sacrifice with some sympathy, and purity with no sympathy at all.
There is a third factor, one that has something to do with the changing
fashions of popular and, by extension, scholarly society. We began this chapter
by quoting Robertson Smith’s derision of biblical taboos. We also mentioned
that he was one of a number of scholars of the Victorian age who exhibited
an interest in and a disdain for such “primitive” taboos. But while we have
already noted how Robertson Smith’s interpretation of sacrifice was congenial
to his Christianity, we have not yet fully contextualized his derision of taboo.
Such things, of course, are often best seen in hindsight, and perhaps
with some cultural distance as well. Thus it took the perspective of a later, mar-
ginal figure like Franz Steiner (1909—52) to put his finger on what lay behind
Robertson Smith’s take on taboo. Steiner was a Jewish refugee from Nazi-
occupied Czechoslovakia who spent the war years in Oxford, where he eventu-
ally served as lecturer in anthropology from 1949 to 1952."** Toward the end
of his short and tragic life, he delivered a series of lectures on taboo. Mary
Douglas, not so coincidentally, was one of his students—and she has recently
acknowledged her debt to Steiner once again."*® His posthumously published
book Taboo was long out of print, but it may now get the attention it truly
deserves.
Steiner’s Taboo traces the scholarly interest in its stated topic, from the
British “discovery” of Polynesia through Robertson Smith and Freud. Steiner
emphasizes the degree to which the late nineteenth-century discussion of
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taboo was influenced by the distinctively rationalist approach to religion that
dominated intellectual circles of that time. But then Steiner emphasizes an-
other factor:

there is yet another side to the Victorian interest in this problem, and
one which cannot be overlooked. Victorian society itself was one

of the most taboo-minded and taboo-ridden societies on record. It
must not be forgotten that scholars like Frazer grew up among people
who preferred, in certain circumstances, to say ‘“‘unmentionables”
rather than “trousers.”"*°

The disdainful fascination with taboo was a Victorian problem indeed.

It is tempting to take the hint from Steiner and try to reflect on precisely
why it is that in our own day sacrifice is treated with such disdain in the
popular and scholarly mind. This is, however, dangerous territory: the quest is
not unlike the Girardian one, which seeks to reveal what is concealed, and
finds proof in the lack of evidence. But it is difficult to avoid the realization
that our own society is marked by an ambivalence toward the killing of ani-
mals that is not unlike the Victorian ambivalence toward taboo. Our society—
and much of our scholarship—recoils from “primitive” sacrificial practices,
but at the same time, our own food supply is remarkably susceptible to signif-
icant ethical charges. We can begin, of course, by noting that the slaughter-
house is surely no more of a welcome place for an animal than an ancient
temple.'*' But the ethics of contemporary food can be impeached in a variety
of ways. Besides the treatment of animals, one can raise questions concerning
the labor practices of agricultural and meat-packing industries, to say noth-
ing of fast-food chains. Moreover, these industries can be accused of deceiv-
ing children through advertising in much the same way the smoking industry
has.'*? On the other hand, one can identify another realm of sacrificial
practice—one even more hidden from view. On a daily basis, in public and
private institutions, animals are subjected to pain and death by respected and
trained professionals, all under the justification of an ideology that is essen-
tially sacrificial: better them than us. I refer, here, to animal testing (a
practice that, just to make it clear, I do not categorically oppose).'** With some
frequency, animal research is conceived of as a sacrificial practice and even
described in such terms."** Moreover, anyone familiar with the ways animal
deaths are routinized in laboratories, hospitals, and biology classrooms can
recognize that even if ritual sacrifice were entirely eliminated, one could
certainly still question whether modernity has brought any improvements at
all to the lives of animals.

I have no interest here in reviewing or taking a side in any of the com-
plicated moral and philosophical questions concerning the ethics of our food
supply or our treatment of animals. Rather, I simply wish to suggest that, fifty
years from now, if a perspicacious figure like a Franz Steiner were to look
back on our society and its scholarly products, he or she might find it rather
strange that so much ink was spilled on the violent and primitive nature of
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sacrifice, even while other ancient rituals were understood to be symbolic in
nature. Fifty years from now, this selective interest in the (im)morality of
sacrifice might look quite a bit the way the Victorian obsession with taboo
looks to us today.

Recent Steps in the Right Direction

We have devoted the bulk of this chapter to documenting and tracing the
history of a disparity in the ways sacrifice and purity have been treated by
anthropologists, biblicists, and other theorists. It would be unfair not to rec-
ognize, however, that a number of works produced over the last generation or
so have in one way or another bucked the trend we are tracing. Some of these
works—like that of Edmund Leach—have consciously attempted to apply
the insights of structural analysis to the study of biblical sacrifice. Others—Ilike
Howard Eilberg-Schwartz’s work The Savage in Judaism—have not really
contributed to the discussion of sacrifice per se but rather provide helpful
treatments of other matters, such as metaphor. None of these works presents
an analysis that studies both purity and sacrifice as part of a single ritual
process, using the same methodological assumptions. But each in its own way
constitutes a step in the right direction, toward a sympathetic, symbolic un-
derstanding of at least one of these ritual structures.

Edmund Leach, “The Logic of Sacrifice”

The British anthropologist Edmund Leach (1910-89) was, like Mary Douglas,
a theorist with a strong interest in biblical studies; he too felt that anthro-
pological method could be quite productive when applied to biblical texts.
Generally speaking, Leach advocated a method that fused Durkheim’s func-
tionalism with Lévi-Strauss’s structuralism.*® In this respect, too, his overall
approach was not all that different from Douglas’s, even though the two did
not always see eye to eye.'*® In one of his general works on rituals and
symbolism, Leach devoted a chapter to biblical sacrifice that looks something
like the kind of treatment Douglas could have written, had she chosen to do
so.'*” Like Purity and Danger, Leach’s essay operates under the assumption
that the sacrificial rules constitute a symbolic system. What is more, the title
of the chapter—*“The Logic of Sacrifice”—must be taken as a deliberate ref-
utation of Lévi-Strauss’s dismissive approach to sacrifice noted earlier. One
further contribution of the essay pertains to its rehabilitation of metaphor
with regard to sacrifice. Believing that rituals are by nature symbolic and
expressive, Leach asserts—again contra Lévi-Strauss—that sacrificial rituals
are metaphorical.'**

Leach observes in this essay that the “theory” that understands sacrifice as
a gift is itself a metaphor. This understanding of sacrifice is based on the fact
that various societies have chosen to describe their offerings as gifts to the
deity. But how can gods—who dwell beyond the realm of pure human
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experience—accept such gifts from people in any literal sense? As Leach
points out, the understanding of sacrifice as giving requires a number of
“metaphorical associations,” not so much on our part as interpreters but on
the part of those who originally described sacrifice as giving in the first
place."*® We can easily push this observation one step further: all of the well-
established “theories” of sacrifice—as a gift to the gods, as communion with
the gods, as food for the gods—are based on those “metaphorical associa-
tions” that people who offered sacrifices made themselves.

Theorists and commentators from Tylor to Milgrom have fallen into a
trap. Presuming primitives to be incapable of metaphorical thought, scholars
have taken sacrificial metaphors—like “gift” and “feeding the gods”—and
have literalized them into theories of dubious value. Of course we cannot
preclude the possibility that at various points in human history these notions
were understood in some literal fashion. But even so, Leach’s essay helps put
the lie to evolutionist constructions of the history of sacrifice that are predi-
cated on the assumption that sacrifice first had a simple, exclusively literal
meaning that was metaphorized only later. Rather, we must seek to under-
stand sacrifice with the assumption that it was, from the beginning, a sym-
bolic action—and it is by sympathetically understanding sacrificial metaphors
that we can begin to appreciate the symbolism of sacrifice.

The brief essay is well worth reading, but its overall contribution—aside
from the methodological points just summarized—remains limited. In for-
mulating his understanding of sacrifice as communication, Leach focused
primarily on rites of initiation and atonement, but, as we will see in the next
chapter, these are not necessarily the central motivations for sacrifice in an-
cient Israel. Although Leach adopted Hubert and Mauss’s contention that
sacrifice is about communication, Leach did not follow their example in
making the effort to interpret the entire sacrificial process. The purity rules
play practically no role in Leach’s analysis. To be fair, Leach’s analysis is not
meant to be a complete interpretation. The essay is presented as a model of
the kind of analysis that can be done when one realizes that “attention to
small details really matters.”'>® And the essay remains a model—perhaps
most of all it demonstrates that the methodological fusion of functionalism
with structuralism holds great promise for the study of ancient Israel’s sac-
rificial rituals. But the application of that method to the entire process of sac-
rifice has not yet taken place.""

Howard Eilberg-Schwartz, The Savage in Judaism

In one sense, Howard Eilberg-Schwartz’s book The Savage in Judaism pro-
vides yet another example of the phenomenon we have been tracing. Here
too is a work that seeks to study ancient Jewish ritual practice in light of
anthropology—one that treats purity rites as a complex symbolic system and
gives sacrifice relatively scant attention or sympathy. While sacrifice is treated as
a side issue in chapters 5 and 77 of The Savage in Judaism, purity and impurity are
the central theme of the entire second half of this book. But more significant is
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the disparity in the ways purity and sacrifice are treated. According to Eilberg-
Schwartz, the ritual purity rules constitute a complex system that has varied
layers of symbolic meaning. His discussion of these meanings will prove useful
in the discussion of the ritual purity system in the next chapter. By contrast,
Eilberg-Schwartz believes that sacrifice is a much simpler system based on the
idea of substitution. Considering the overall influence of structuralism on
Eilberg-Schwartz, it should not come as such a surprise that Lévi-Strauss’s
disdain for sacrifice has rubbed off on the author of The Savage in Judaism.

Yet what is something of a pleasant surprise is the fact that Eilberg-
Schwartz does spend a good deal of time discussing animal metaphors in
ancient Israel. Eilberg-Schwartz isolates a number of metaphors that appear
in ancient Israelite prophecy and poetry—such as the image of God as Israel’s
shepherd in Psalm 23—and he argues that many of these metaphors can be
used to enhance our understanding of ancient Israelite ritual. For example,
Eilberg-Schwartz draws a parallel between the prominence of the metaphor-
ical description of Israel as God’s herd on the one hand and the fact that
domestic livestock constitutes ideal food, according to Leviticus 11."°* Simi-
larly, in his chapter entitled “The Fruitful Cut,” he examines the parallel
between the circumcision of Israelite boys at the eighth day (Gen. 17) and the
prohibition of the consumption of the fruit of young trees, the initial produce
of which is referred to as “foreskin” (Lev. 19:23-25). Both are to be understood
by the idea—made explicit only with regard to the trees—that circumcision is
meant to ensure fertility."** Instead of dismissing metaphors as some orna-
mental description of prior laws, Eilberg-Schwartz argues that ritual can be
understood as the “actualization of metaphor.”'>* In other words, it is not the
ritual that explains the metaphor but the opposite: the metaphor allows us to
understand the ritual’s symbolic value in ancient Israelite society.

Not all of Eilberg-Schwartz’s examples are equally persuasive, yet he has
demonstrated a way of trying to come to grips with sacrifice in ancient Israel.
As we will see, there are a number of sacrificial metaphors in ancient Israelite
prophecy and poetry that are not fully utilized in the attempt to understand
sacrifice. Yet, under the influence of Lévi-Strauss, Eilberg-Schwartz seems to
believe that sacrifice is something of an exception—a ritual that cannot be
explained in quite this manner."*®> As I will argue in the next chapter, how-
ever, it is best not to see sacrifice as an exception or as resistant to this kind of
analysis. Rather, sacrifice too can be understood as an actualization of met-
aphor. In the final analysis, Eilberg-Schwartz’s work, even while it exhibits
some of the biases we have been tracing, is also on a methodological level an
important step in the right direction.

Bruce Chilton, The Temple of Jesus

One of the few recent works devoted to sacrifice in ancient Judaism that man-
ages to move the discussion forward in an informed way is Bruce Chilton’s
book The Temple of Jesus. This book is notable for its even-handed and theo-
retically informed evaluation of biblical sacrificial rituals. Chilton helpfully
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reviews various theories of sacrifice, and presents a pointed critique of the
Girardian approach.'>® Another strength of this book is its breadth—Chilton
moves from an informed discussion of theories of sacrifice, through the He-
brew Bible, to sources pertaining to the first century, including Josephus, the
New Testament, and even rabbinic literature. Importantly, Chilton recognizes
that there are two ritual structures related to the temple—purity and sacrifice—
and both topics figure in his analysis. In the course of it all, Chilton presents a
rather complicated and novel approach to Jesus’ overturning the tables in the
temple, which we will consider in some detail toward the end of this book.
Chilton also understands sacrifice symbolically, endorsing the works on
sacrifice produced by the French classicists in The Cuisine of Sacrifice among
the Greeks. In fact, Chilton suggests that we would do well to replace the
Girardian focus on violence and death with the classicists’ focus on food:

in sacrifice, consumption is probably a better metaphor to describe
what is happening than death; the passing of the victim rarely
arouses interest, while its preparation and its disposal, to the advan-
tage of people or the gods, are specified. What happens most
nearly approximates a meal, and sacrificial practice—in the type and
preparation of food and its consumers—is often associated with
culinary practice.”’

There is some degree of truth to these claims: sacrifice in the Hebrew Bible is
about much more than killing, and eating too plays a role (as emphasized long
ago by Robertson Smith). Chilton is surely correct to critique Girard, and he is
correct to praise Detienne, Vernant, and their colleagues. Their morally
neutral theory of sacrifice as food is a welcome respite to Girardian readings of
ancient Judaism. One advantage of the “sacrifice as a meal” metaphor over
the “sacrifice as killing innocent victims” metaphor is that the question of the
innocence or guilt of the animal becomes irrelevant. The animal is not in-
nocent or guilty: the animal is food. This assumption promises to lead to a
more balanced assessment of the Hebrew Bible and ancient Judaism than the
Girardian approach allows.

Chilton missteps, however, when he assumes that what ought to transfer
to ancient Israel is the classicists’ conclusion—that sacrifice is primarily about
food—as opposed to their method. The classicists reach their conclusion
about the centrality of “cuisine” to Greek sacrifice only upon detailed analysis
of sacrificial rites as preserved in ancient Greek literature and art, as well as
folk customs persisting in modern Greece. Their method is well defined,'*®
and worthy of emulation. But it is a mistake to think that their conclusion can
be applied blindly to ancient Israel. Consumption may be a prominent met-
aphor for sacrifice in ancient Israel, but it is hardly the prominent metaphor,
especially considering the significant role played by the burnt offering, none
of which is eaten (at least not by people). Moreover, even if consumption is the
prominent sacrificial metaphor in the Hebrew Bible, that doesn’t mean it
remains the central understanding centuries later in ancient Judaism. A full



SACRIFICE AND PURITY 45

understanding of the meanings of sacrifice in the Second Temple period—
which is also part of Chilton’s project—must be based not on an anthropo-
logically informed reading of the Hebrew Bible but on careful analysis of
symbolic meanings ascribed to sacrifice in ancient Jewish literature such as
Josephus and Philo."*® While Chilton effectively critiques the works of the
Girardians, his own analysis falls short in its effort to study ancient Israel-
ite sacrifice with the analytic depth it deserves. Chilton’s analysis is even more
problematic when it comes to his specific understandings of sacrificial prac-
tice in ancient Judaism and early Christianity; but discussion of these matters
will find its place in the second part of this work.

Mary Douglas, Leviticus as Literature

Perhaps the most promising recent treatment of sacrifice is that found in
Mary Douglas’s latest work on Leviticus, Leviticus as Literature."®® Douglas’s
goal in this work is to comment on Leviticus as a whole, and to “reintegrate
the book with the rest of the Bible.”'®" But if in her previous works on purity
systems Douglas set out to comment on complete ritual structures, here the
structure that most captivates her is that of the book of Leviticus itself. The
central idea of this book is that “Leviticus exploits to the full an ancient
tradition which makes a parallel between Mount Sinai and the Tabernacle.”"*?
So Leviticus’s structure maps out the Israelite tabernacle as described in Ex-
odus. Leviticus 1-17 conforms to the outer court; Leviticus 18-24 then maps
out the inner court; and Leviticus 25-27 conforms to the holy of holies."®®
Each set of rules laid out in Leviticus—sacrifice, food laws, purity laws, the
Holiness Code—can be understood in light of this overarching analogy.

In chapter 4 of Leviticus as Literature, we have, for the first time, Douglas’s
own treatment of biblical sacrifice, and it is characterized by all that is good in
the anthropologist’s approach to rituals. She operates under the assumption
that ritual structures convey meaning: even sacrifice is “philosophy by enact-
ment.”"** She eschews itemized solutions, and searches for “integrated” (i.e.,
systemic) ones."' > She breaks down boundaries, and draws on the full resources
of the Hebrew Bible in order to figure out what that philosophy being enacted by
sacrifice might have been. The central insight here—and it’s a good one—is that
the same tripartite scheme involved in the analogy between Sinai and the tab-
ernacle can be mapped onto the carcass of an animal offered for sacrifice.'®® The
beauty of the theory is that everything finds its place: the prohibited fats serve to
mark out the boundaries between three sections of the carcass, each of which
corresponds to one of the three realms of the tabernacle. Typically, her theory is
quite comprehensive. Her interest in animal parts extends as far as the lobe over
the liver (e.g., Lev. 3:15), to which she assigns a meaning by drawing an analogy
between sacrificial remains and the prophetic doctrines of the remnant of Is-
rael.'®” She eventually works into her theory the prohibitions of leaven and
honey (Lev. 2:11-12)."°® One idea sure to raise some eyebrows is her suggestion
thata Hebrew term usually translated as “legs” (2°v15) really means “genitals,”
allowing for an understanding of sacrifice that highlights ideas pertaining to
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fertility.'®® Douglas’s work is not for the squeamish—Dbut how else will Leviticus
ever be understood? Commentators will no doubt question many of her specific
claims. But taken as a whole, this single chapter is probably as important as any
that’s been written on Leviticus, perhaps since the third chapter of Purity and
Danger. Just as that chapter has had a substantial and lasting impact on the ways
people look at Leviticus 11-15, chapter 4 of Leviticus as Literature deserves to have
the same impact on the ways people look at Leviticus 1-10. Perhaps more
scholars will now entertain the possibility that ancient Israelite sacrificial rules
were as symbolic and expressive as the food laws are commonly believed to be.

Some two decades ago, G. S. Kirk published an important evaluation of
Douglas’s methodology as it pertains to sacrificial rituals in general (and
Greek rituals in particular). Though the article is in some respects dated now,
one key issue raised by Kirk deserves to be noted here. While endorsing
Douglas’s structural insights, Kirk calls for some middle ground between the
“piecemeal” solutions that Douglas rejects and the single-principle theories
that she often espouses instead. What Kirk would like to see is “the careful re-
statement of functionalism in relation to those accidents, confusions, syn-
cretisms, and historical changes that make religion in particular, including
its rituals and the practice of animal sacrifice not least of all, such a multi-
farious and often contradictory affair.”'’® From Purity and Danger through
Leviticus as Literature, Douglas has frequently championed new and fascinat-
ing ideas that she then—at least so it seems to many of us—pushes too far.
Can the dietary laws of Leviticus 11 be explained any more on a one-by-one
basis? Probably not. Can they all be explained by the single elegant idea that
the abominations of Leviticus cohere perfectly with the categories of creation
laid out in Genesis 1? Again, probably not. Or, now, can the rules of sacrifice
be explained by the single idea that we are to superimpose a map of the
tabernacle onto the sacrificial animal? Yet again, probably not. I suspect that
Douglas is aware of this point, but she leaves it to the rest of us to work out the
details.

Moving Forward: Toward a Consistent Approach
to Related Ritual Structures

How are we then to proceed in the study of purity and sacrifice? The method
that recommends itself is a hybrid of the best methods discussed earlier. Put
simply, one needs to begin like Hubert and Mauss’s Sacrifice and then proceed
like Douglas’s Purity and Danger, taking into consideration, though, the
modifications suggested by Kirk. Moreover, the final product would not look
like the broad comparative theorizing that characterizes Purity and Danger,
because we will remain focused on the Hebrew Bible and ancient Judaism.
Once we apply Douglas’s assumptions and interpretive methods to a single
society, the final product would, rather, look something like what Detienne,
Vernant, and their colleagues produced in The Cuisine of Sacrifice Among the
Greeks.



SACRIFICE AND PURITY 47

To understand biblical sacrifice in such a way, one must recognize the
utter irrelevance to biblical studies of theories pertaining to the origins of
sacrifice. This does not involve advocating the abandonment of the search for
origins altogether. We must simply recognize that the only way to draw any
connection between biblical studies on the one hand and theories of origins
on the other is to formulate an evolutionist analysis, moving backward from
Leviticus or forward from some preconceived notion of what primitive sacri-
fice must have been like. Either kind of approach is both biased and flawed.

At the same time—and for the same reason—questions pertaining to the
aftermath of Israel’s sacrificial cult must also be put aside. For an under-
standing of sacrifice in ancient Israel, it does not matter that according to
Maimonides, sacrifice was destined to be replaced by prayer. It does not
matter that according to Hebrews, sacrifice was destined to be replaced by
Jesus’ death. And it does not matter that according to Girard, Jesus’ death
finally put the lie to deceptive rituals of sacrifice. Looking back at ancient
Israel from the presumption of intellectual, ethical, and religious superiority
is not the way ancient Israel will truly be understood or properly evaluated.

We would also do well to put aside altogether the search for a theory of
sacrifice. The term “‘theory” is problematic first and foremost because of its
singularity. As commonly recognized, no single theory seems to explain all of
the sacrifices in ancient Israel, let alone other societies.'”* This, however, is
easily rectified—we could just as well speak of “theories.” But the term and
the quest associated with it remain problematic because the common method
of sacrificial theorizing is flawed. The search for a theory of sacrifice almost
always involves the selective literalization of a single sacrificial metaphor. First,
one places emphasis on a single metaphor by which sacrifice is understood—
for instance, sacrifice as a gift. Then one assigns priority to a literal under-
standing of that metaphor—for instance: originally people mistakenly
thought they were really giving to their gods. This process is doubly flawed.
The selection of one metaphor over others is often arbitrary, and the literal-
ization of the metaphor is often not warranted. Moreover, this sort of theo-
rizing, as we have seen, all too easily becomes evolutionist, assuming a
historical move from the literal to the metaphor. This manner of theoriz-
ing also, by nature, precludes the possibility that sacrifice was ever understood
as truly symbolic. In one stage we have a simple literal understanding, and in
another we have merely a metaphorical one. To understand sacrifice in its
context, we must rehabilitate sacrificial metaphors. We can no longer assume
that such metaphors are vestiges from a bygone era, giving us hints of what
earlier generations may have assumed. We must recognize, rather, that sac-
rificial metaphors are windows into the ways the rite was symbolically un-
derstood by those who used such metaphors in relation to their performance
of sacrifice.

In addition to abandoning evolutionist constructs in various guises, in
order to understand sacrifice in ancient Israel, we need to expand the scope to
encompass the related ritual structures of the priestly code, especially the
purity rules. Expanding the scope in this matter brings two advantages. As we
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have argued all along, ritual purification is a key step of the broader sacrificial
process. Thus we cannot hope to explain sacrifice when disregarding ritual
purity. Second, by integrating the two structures that have so typically been
separated in scholarly analyses, we stand to benefit by applying to sacrifice the
sympathy and the methodology that have productively been applied to ritual
purity in recent decades.

Thus we need to begin to look for ways in which the entire symbolic
process of ancient Israelite sacrifice—beginning with rites of purification—
can be accounted for. We need to account for its original complexity by trying to
isolate some ways of highlighting the connections between its various aspects.
Yet, following Kirk, we have to avoid the temptation of finding satisfaction
with any single answer. We need to recognize that both purity and sacrifice
are multivalent entities, even though they are deeply connected ones. Thus
the search for theories will be replaced here with a search for what can ac-
curately be called “organizing principles.”"”* These organizing principles will
need to be concerns central to the priestly traditions of the Pentateuch, which
will help us understand better the dynamic between the systems of sacrifice
and defilement. One organizing principle is the concern with imitating God.
Another organizing principle is the concern with attracting and maintaining
the presence of God within the community. By focusing on these two con-
cerns, we will be able to analyze the two sets of ritual structures—sacrifice and
defilement—in tandem. We will, moreover, be able to do so using the same
methodological assumption, which allows for the possibility that sacrificial
rules could well be just as symbolic as purity regulations are commonly be-
lieved to be. That is precisely the agenda for the next chapter.



2

The Sacrificial Process
of Ancient Israel

Studying Biblical Rituals and Texts

The purpose of this chapter is to present an analysis of purity and
sacrifice in the Hebrew Bible, one that avoids the methodological
problems addressed in chapter 1: the separation of ritual purity
from sacrifice, and the relatively hostile treatment that sacrifice then
typically receives, at least when compared with the treatment
accorded ritual purity. In order to achieve a more balanced approach
to sacrifice, we will seek here to isolate symbolic meanings in
sacrificial rituals, after attempting to analyze the sacrificial process
as a whole.

Although we have already surveyed many methodological issues
with regard to the study of purity and sacrifice in general, a few
critical questions remain that pertain specifically to the study of rit-
uals in the Hebrew Bible. Before we can embark on a detailed
analysis of purity and sacrifice in the Hebrew Bible, we must briefly
address some of these questions. These include: (1) the relative
dates of the components of the priestly material in the Pentateuch;
(2) the application of ritual studies to the gap-ridden accounts of
rituals in the Hebrew Bible; and (3) the relationship between priestly
materials and prophetic materials. We will briefly take up the first
two questions here; we will consider the relationship between
prophetic and priestly texts in the next chapter.

Dating Components of the Priestly Tradition

To the degree that one can speak of a standard approach to anything
in biblical studies, it has become accepted to identify two distinct
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strands in the priestly materials of the Pentateuch: the Priestly strand (P:
roughly Lev. 1-16) and the Holiness Code (H: roughly Lev. 17-26)." The
Holiness Code was first recognized as a distinct source in 1877 by August
Klostermann (who gave the section the name Heiligkeitsgesetz).” Building on
Klostermann’s work, Wellhausen’s famed historical reconstruction of events
placed H before P: the Holiness Code was one source among many that were
incorporated into the postexilic Priestly strand.’ For the most part, scholars
who accept the distinction between P and H have followed Wellhausen in
viewing H as prior to P. This dating of the sources has been questioned,
however, first by Israel Knohl and then by Milgrom.*

The central problem with most efforts of assigning dates to the priestly
traditions is that they are evolutionist. Going back to the early days of biblical
criticism, Wellhausen believed that P (which incorporated an earlier H) re-
presented the ritualistic turn away from prophetic ethics—the devolution that
is characteristic of Second Temple Judaism. This kind of argument was
turned on its head by Yehezkel Kaufmann and those who followed him (in-
cluding, among others, Menahem Haran, Israel Knohl, Jacob Milgrom, and
Moshe Weinfeld). In short, the Kaufmann school maintains that the ritual-
istic, nonethically oriented priestly traditions were early, and preprophetic.
Thus, in this reconstruction of things, the Israelite tradition and subsequent
Judaism develops in a relatively linear fashion, with an ever-improving tra-
jectory running from the priests through the prophets and culminating in
later Judaism.> Either way, the argument remains evolutionist: When P is
seen as preprophetic, it is because the author traces an evolution toward the
ethical and from the ritual; when P is seen as postprophetic (and postexilic),
the evolution is away from ethics and toward ritual.

Wellhausen’s anti-Semitism (or anti-Judaism) and his evolutionism
(whether Hegelain or not) are well known and need not be rehearsed here.®
Kaufmann’s work, of course, exhibits no trace of hostility toward the later
Jewish tradition. But his work is by no means free of all of the shortcomings
of Wellhausen. Evolutionism abounds in Kaufmann’s work, and it remains a
central facet of practically all scholarship associated with the “Kaufmann
school.””

Evolutionist arguments are particularly conspicuous in the recent efforts
of current heirs of the Kaufmann school (especially Knohl and Milgrom) to
assert that H is actually later than P, not earlier. According to Knohl, the
regulations of the Priestly strand ““are not at all designed to establish social
order, righteousness, or justice; they all relate exclusively to the ritual-cultic
sphere.”® Over and against P’s lack of interest in ethics, Knohl argues that the
Holiness School (H) heralds a great “innovation” with its “infusing of holi-
ness with moral content.”® Somewhat ironically, Knohl’s evaluation of the
priestly tradition (when separated from the Holiness Code) is almost every bit
as hostile as Wellhausen’s. Compared to Knohl’s assessment, Milgrom’s view
is not as black and white: Milgrom argues that P was indeed interested in
ethics. But Milgrom too posits that H is characterized by a number of marked
ethical advances over P.'°
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These reconstructions falter in two ways. First, the evolutionist model is
inherently flawed. As we have seen throughout chapter 1, evolutionist models
are posited on unsubstantiated assumptions about how things change over time.
Just as Wellhausen had his reasons for supposing that Second Temple Judaism
was in a state of moral decline, so too Milgrom and Knohl have their reasons for
arguing that First Temple Israelite tradition exhibited a linear, positive, ethical
development over time. Of course, their arguments aren’t purely evolutionist: on
the whole, Knohl’s careful identification of H-sounding redactional material in
various P texts is compelling, and Milgrom too gathers much evidence to the
effect that H is a later textual layer than P. But these textual arguments are put to
evolutionist ends: their historical reconstructions are based on the assumption
that what is more ethical must be later, and what is earlier is deemed subject to
due criticism. While Milgrom’s and Knohl’s constructions are less hostile to the
Israelite/Jewish tradition, generally speaking, Mary Douglas, for one, is right to
emphasize that these approaches are quite hostile to P in particular: she correctly
accuses these approaches of ‘“P-baiting.”""

A second problem with the theory of ethical evolution from P to H is
raised by Knohl’s own hypothesis—which has been endorsed to some degree
by Milgrom—that H is to be credited with the redaction of P.'* If in fact H
(or some later reviser of H) was also responsible for the redaction of P, then
we need to recognize that we are in something of a bind when it comes to
evaluating P over against H. If we know P only through they eyes of H, how
can we be so sure that we have enough of P to judge it on its own terms? Is
it not possible, as Milgrom suggests, that H omitted P’s ethical code and
replaced it with its own version?'> We can’t know, and that is precisely why
the evolutionist arguments made by Milgrom and Knohl regarding P and H
fall short on evidential grounds as well: we lack the material from P that we
would need in order to make such a comparison.

So how then are we to proceed? In my view, the fact that so much of the
discussion of the priority of P versus H (or vice versa) is evolutionist in nature
should give sufficient cause to be wary. Instead, we should follow the model
proposed by Rolf Rendtorff and Joseph Blenkinsopp—and recently put to
service by Douglas—that the priestly traditions (both within and without Le-
viticus) ought to be interpreted as we have them, and as an integral part of the
Pentateuch as a whole."* Blenkinsopp’s advice is apt:

After working through the writings of what may be called the
Kaufmann school, one is tempted to suggest that it would be more
profitable to put one’s time and energy into a positive and unpre-
judicial assessment of P as a religious text, an assessment based on
a synchronic reading without reference to the circumstances of

its composition and reception, rather than attempting to refute
Wellhausen’s arguments by means of chronological displacement."”

I will not, therefore, account here for the distinction between P and H, for I
am convinced by the arguments of Blenkinsopp and Rendtorff that the
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priestly traditions of the Pentateuch need to be studied as a whole, regardless
of the history of their component parts.

Ritual Studies and Gap-Ridden Biblical Rituals

Even when we take the priestly traditions as a whole, the biblical descriptions
of sacrificial rituals remain gap-ridden. As a result, a number of scholars—like
Jonathan Z. Smith—claim that the biblical material is too incomplete to be
considered a good subject for ritual studies:

we don’t have ritual texts in the Bible. We have very poor ethnographic
descriptions. You cannot perform a single biblical ritual on the basis
of what is given to you in the text. If you can’t perform it, then by
definition it is not a ritual. The biblical texts are scattered, theoretical
reconstructions of what may have happened."®

This particular kind of caution is also endorsed by Rolf Knierim, in his mi-
crocommentary on Leviticus 1:1-9, where he disparages the possibility of
structural interpretations of biblical texts."” On the other hand, we have
those—like Mary Douglas—who carry on with the task of applying anthro-
pological insight to the ritual fragments preserved in biblical texts, with results
that are pleasing to many (though not, of course, to those who advocate the
position of J. Z. Smith). It is difficult to imagine that this debate will ever be
resolved fully. Douglas’s and Leach’s achievements do not convince Smith that
we have enough data; Smith’s methodological claims have not encouraged
Douglas or others to give up their task. There are those, like Frank Gorman,
who try to steer a middle course—by obeying the rules of both anthropology
and philology.'® But it’s a difficult synthesis to forge, and I am not so sure we
can fully understand any biblical ritual if we consider our subject bounded by
the particular books, chapters or even verses that may constitute the focus of
one biblical commentary or another."”

But how can we answer J. Z. Smith’s challenge? First, Milgrom in his
commentaries has modeled one method of filling in the gaps. By employing
Milgrom’s “systemic analysis,” one can draw analogies among parallel texts, and
suppose that if a certain action is required in ritual A, then perhaps it is also
required in ritual B. A second helpful tool is imagination: some of what is left
unstated in any given biblical ritual text can be filled in simply by trying to
picture the process being described. And a third argument against Smith per-
tains to ethnography in general: gap-filling, by whatever method, is to some
degree inevitable. No one can possibly ever witness a complete ritual, from all
angles. From the simple, inevitable, blink of the eyes to the inherent limits of any
one person’s placement and vision—all descriptions of ritual are incomplete.*
It's a question of degree, not a question of absolutes. The methodological ques-
tions raised by those concerned with the purity of ritual studies as a field cannot
be dismissed out of hand. Nonetheless, the application of methods of ritual
studies onto the texts of the Hebrew Bible cannot be ruled out in advance.
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The Sacrificial Process, Part 1

We are now set to proceed with a synchronic reading of the priestly traditions,
one that seeks to describe and understand the meaning of the entire process
of sacrifice, beginning with the process of ritual purification. Yet while we
attempt to describe and account for the broad process of sacrifice, we cannot at
the same time review and account for all types of Israelite sacrifice.”’ As we
have noted, sacrifice is a “multivalent entity.”** Sacrificial rituals in ancient
Israel involved select animals, as well as wine, incense, grains, and bread;
details will be provided as necessary, while the focus remains, for the purposes
of this work, on animal sacrifices.”® More specifically, this analysis will pertain
most directly to the daily burnt offering (Exod. 29:38—42; Num. 28:3-8; cf. Lev.
1:1-17). As indicated at the end of the previous chapter, instead of putting forth
a theory, we will identify and illustrate two “organizing principles,” two con-
cerns central to the priestly traditions of the Pentateuch, each of which will
help to understand better the dynamic between the systems of sacrifice and
defilement. One organizing principle is the concern with imitating God. An-
other organizing principle is the concern with attracting and maintaining the
presence of God within the community. By focusing on these two concerns, we
will be able to analyze our two sets of ritual structures—sacrifice and purity—
in tandem. We will, moreover, be able to do so using the same methodologi-
cal assumption, which allows for the possibility that sacrificial rules could
well be just as symbolic as purity regulations are commonly believed to be.
Since ritual purification is one of the first steps of this sacrificial process, we
begin the analysis with some reflections on the nature and meaning of ritual
defilement.

Ritual and Moral Impurity

Fundamental to the argument being made here is the distinction between
two types of defilement, which will be referred to as “ritual impurity” and
“moral impurity.” More detailed descriptions of this distinction can be found
elsewhere.”* But because the distinction pertains to this argument, we re-
hearse here (with minimal annotation) the basic contours of the two types of
defilement.

As commonly understood, “ritual impurity” refers to the sort of defile-
ment described in Leviticus 11-15 and Numbers 19. This defilement results
from direct or indirect contact with any one of a number of natural processes
and substances, including childbirth (Lev. 12:1-8), certain skin diseases (13:
1—406; 14:1-32), funguses in clothes (13:47-59) and houses (14:33-53), genital
discharges (15:1-33), the carcasses of certain animals (11:1-47), and human
corpses (Num. 19:10—22). Paradoxically, ritual impurity also comes about as a
by-product of some sacrificial procedures (Lev. 16:28; Num. 19:7-8). The
durations of these impurities differ, as do the requisite cleansing processes—
but the intricacies of these laws are not our concern here.”® In general,
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however, there are three distinct characteristics of ritual impurity: (1) the
sources of ritual impurity are natural and more or less unavoidable; (2) it is
not sinful to contract these impurities; and (3) these impurities can convey an
impermanent contagion to people (priests and Israelites) and to many items
within close proximity.

(1) That the sources of ritual impurity are natural is really quite clear.
Birth, death, sex, disease, and discharge are part of normal life. Ritual im-
purity is also generally unavoidable. While certain defiling substances are
relatively avoidable (e.g., touching carcasses), discharge, disease, and death are
inescapable. Some ritual impurities are not just inevitable but obligatory. All
Israelites (priests included) are obligated to reproduce (Gen. 1:28, 9:7). All
Israelites (except the high priest) are required to bury their deceased relatives
(Lev. 21:10-15; cf. 21:1-4). Priests are also obligated to perform cultic proce-
dures that leave them defiled as a result (Lev. 16:28; Num. 19:8).

(2) It is not a sin to contract these ritual impurities. This idea proceeds
logically from the observations drawn above. While priests must limit their
contact with corpse impurity (Lev. 21:1—4), it is not prohibited for them to
contract other impurities (22:3—7). To be sure, priests are sternly warned
against eating sacred food or entering sacred precincts when in a state of ritual
impurity (Lev. 7:19—21, 22:3-7). Yet the primary concern incumbent upon the
priests is not to avoid ritual impurity at all times but to safeguard the sepa-
ration between ritual impurity and purity (Lev. 10:10; cf. Ezek. 44:23). By
extension, Israelites are obliged to remain aware of their ritual status, lest they
accidentally come into contact with the sacred while in a state of ritual im-
purity (Lev. 15:31). Of course, refusal to purify oneself would constitute a
transgression (Num. 19:20). But this does not make being ritually impure
sinful in and of itself. As long as Israelites remain aware of their status—and
do what is necessary to ameliorate the situation—there is little chance of
danger or transgression.

(3) The third characteristic of ritual impurity is that it conveys to persons
(priests and Israelites, men and women) an impermanent contagion. This is
obviously true of the ritual impurity that Israelites contract from direct or
indirect contact with a ritually impure carcass or another ritually impure
Israelite. In such a case, the period of defilement can be as brief as the time
lasting until sunset (Lev. 11:24; 15:7; Num. 19:22). The same holds for persons
who engage in permitted sexual relations (Lev. 15:16-18). A man who has
sexual contact with a menstruant or a person who comes into contact with
a corpse will be ritually impure for a week (Lev. 15:24; Num. 19:11). Other
defiling conditions can result in even longer periods of defilement. Men-
struation lasts roughly a week, but the defiling state left after giving birth lasts,
in its less severe form, either thirty-three or sixty-six days (Lev. 12:1-8). Finally,
irregular genital flows (for both men and women), scale disease, and house
funguses last an unspecified amount of time. But even these forms of im-
purity are conceived of as impermanent—that is why the biblical tradition
records purificatory procedures for all of them. There is no form of ritual im-
purity that does not have purificatory procedures, from waiting until sundown
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to bathing bodies, washing clothes, and performing sacrificial rites. Even
when long lasting, the status of ritual defilement is an impermanent one.*®

The Hebrew Bible is concerned with another form of purity and impurity,
often referred to as “moral.” (Some scholars draw this distinction in different
terms, speaking of “permitted” [ritual] and “prohibited”” [moral] impurities.?’)
Moral impurity results from committing certain acts so heinous that they are
considered defiling. Such behaviors include sexual sins (e.g., Lev. 18:24-30),
idolatry (e.g., 19:31; 20:1-3), and bloodshed (e.g., Num. 35:33-34). These
“abominations” (M2yn) bring about an impurity that morally—but not ritually—
defiles the sinner (Lev. 18:24), the land of Israel (Lev. 18:25, Ezek. 36:17), and the
sanctuary of God (Lev. 20:3; Ezek. 5:11). This defilement, in turn, leads to the
expulsion of the people from the land of Israel (Lev. 18:28; Ezek. 36:19). The bulk
of the references to these ideas can be found in priestly traditions (especially the
Holiness Code) and in the most priestly of prophetic books, Ezekiel. Additional
articulations of the notion or echoes of it can be found in various strands of biblical
tradition.”®

There are a number of important differences between moral and ritual
impurity. (1) While ritual impurity is generally not sinful, moral impurity is a
direct consequence of grave sin. (2) A characteristic feature of moral impurity
is its deleterious effect on the land of Israel. Ritual impurity, in contrast, poses
no threat to the land. (3) While ritual impurity often results in a contagious
defilement, there is no personal-contact contagion associated with moral
impurity. Moral impurity does defile the sinners themselves (Lev. 18:24, 19:31;
cf. Gen. 34:5; Deut. 24:1-4). But one need not bathe subsequent to direct or
indirect contact with an idolater, a murderer, or an individual who committed
a sexual sin. (4) While ritual impurity results in an impermanent defilement,
moral impurity leads to a long-lasting, if not permanent, degradation of the
sinner and, eventually, of the land of Israel. (5) While ritual impurity can be
ameliorated by rites of purification, that is not the case for moral impurity.
Moral purity is achieved by punishment, atonement, or, best of all, by re-
fraining from committing morally impure acts in the first place.

(6) Since moral impurity does not produce ritual defilement, sinners—in
contrast to those who are ritually impure—are not excluded from the sanc-
tuary. In the case of the suspected adulteress (Num. 5:11-31), the woman is
brought into the sanctuary itself in order to determine her moral status. It also
appears that Israelite murderers sought sanctuary in the sanctuary (Exod.
21:14; cf. 1 Kgs. 1:50—53 and 2:28-30). Moral impurity does indeed defile the
sacred precincts (e.g., Lev. 20:3). But the effect of moral impurity does not
penetrate the holy realm by the entrance of sinners into it. Moral impurity is a
potent force unleashed by sinful behavior that affects the sanctuary even from
afar, in its own way.

(7) In addition to these phenomenological differences between ritual and
moral defilements, there are also terminological distinctions drawn in the
texts themselves. Although the term “impure” (Xmt) is used in both con-
texts, the terms “abomination” (7712v0) and “pollute” (7a17) are used with regard
to the sources of moral impurity, but not with regard to the sources of ritual
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TABLE 2.I. Ritual and Moral Impurity

Impurity Type Source Effect Resolution

Ritual Natural processes and Temporary, contagious Ritual purification,
substances such as birth,  defilement of persons which can include
death, bodily flows, and objects bathing, waiting, and
certain animal carcasses, sacrifices
human corpses

Moral Sins: idolatry, sexual Long-lasting defilement ~ Atonement or
transgression, bloodshed of sinners, land, and punishment, and

sanctuary ultimately, exile

impurity. For all of these reasons, it is imperative to distinguish between
moral and ritual impurity. And to help clarify the distinction between ritual
and moral impurity, the basic differences are summarized in Table 2.1.

In the priestly traditions of the Pentateuch, it is ritual purity that is the
prerequisite for the performance of sacrificial ritual. Curiously, moral purity is
not explicitly required of those who would offer sacrifices. Still, the moral
purity system does intersect with the sacrificial process, in ways that will
become clearer at the end of this chapter. For now, we note what this chart
already intimates: ritual impurity poses a threat to the sanctuary by virtue of
the fact that those who are ritually impure must be kept away from the sacred
precincts. Moral defilement poses a threat to the sanctuary as well, though
this threat is operative whether or not the sinners in question come to the
temple. The purity systems intersect with sacrifice also when it comes to their
resolution: the procedures of ritual purification as well as the process of
atonement from sin involve, in part, sacrificial acts.”

Ritual Purity, Sacrifice, and Imitatio Dei

For ancient Israel, the sacrificial process can be said to begin with ritual
purification. Ritual purity is the prerequisite of those who come to the sanc-
tuary to offer sacrifices, of those who regularly officiate at sacrifices (priests),
and of any animals that are to be offered as sacrifices. We briefly noted in the
previous chapter that a number of theories have been advanced in the attempt
to account for the varied nature of the substances viewed as ritually defiling in
Leviticus 11-15 and Numbers 19. One popular theory focuses on death as the
common denominator of the ritual purity system. The most articulate cham-
pion of this view currently is Jacob Milgrom, who, after reviewing the sources of
ritual defilement, states:

the common denominator here is death. Vaginal blood and semen
represent the forces of life; their loss—death. ... In the case of scale
disease [i.e., “leprosy”], this symbolism is made explicitly: Aaron
prays for his stricken sister, “Let her not be like a corpse” (Num.
12:12). Furthermore, scale disease is powerful enough to contaminate
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by overhang, and it is no accident that it shares this feature with
the corpse (Num. 19:14). The wasting of the body, the common
characteristic of all biblically impure skin diseases, symbolizes the
death process as much as the loss of blood and semen.*°

The importance of death as a common denominator of the avoidance regu-
lations in priestly traditions can also be seen, perhaps, in the blood prohibition
(Lev. 17:10-14), in the elimination of carnivores from the diet of ancient Israel,
and in the abhorrence of pigs, which played a role in Canaanite chthonic
worship.”' The purpose of the system, as Milgrom says elsewhere, is to drive a
wedge between the forces of death, which are impure, and the forces of life,
which, like God, are holy.*?

Milgrom’s impurity-as-death “theory””” is by no means entirely new.
Milgrom notes that other scholars have focused on death in order to under-
stand ritual impurity in ancient Israel.>* Indeed, regarding the ancient Isra-
elite system, this view can be traced back at least as far as Alfred Edersheim
(1825-1889).>° But Milgrom has advanced the theory in a number of new
ways. In his commentary, the theory comes across as remarkably compre-
hensive. Moreover, he draws on anthropological and ethnographic works that
identify a similar problematization of death in other purity systems.>® Yet the
view of death as impure and corpses as defiling is by no means universal:
some societies concerned with defilement problematize death, while others do
not.>” Just as there are no universal taboos, so too there is no universal theory
of impurity.

While few scholars deny the importance of death-avoidance to the biblical
purity system, some questions remain. One question concerns the relation-
ship between death-avoidance and sex-avoidance. A second question concerns
sacrifice. Indeed, the centrality of death to the ritual purity system brings
us to a riddle at the heart of our concerns. Why, if the ritual purity system is
concerned with keeping death out of the sanctuary, does the sacrificial system
involve precisely the opposite: the killing of animals, in the sanctuary?*®

Regarding the relationship between death and sex, the death-avoidance
theory may well explain why individuals become ritually defiled when genital
fluids are lost through nonsexual discharge from the body—surely the po-
tential for life is lost in such situations. But it remains unclear whether or
not the fear of death really explains why sex and birth always defile, even when
no mishap occurs. Moreover, why is it that the only substances that flow from
the body and defile are sexual or genital in nature? Even blood flowing
from the veins of a dying person is not ritually defiling. A number of scholars
have convincingly argued, against Milgrom, that the overarching concern with
death-avoidance does not fully explain the particular concern with genital
discharges. Tikva Frymer-Kensky and David P. Wright, among others, em-
phasize the important role that attitudes toward sexuality (but not necessarily
gender) play in ancient Israel’s perceptions of defilement.** Both of these
scholars argue, with different emphases, that both death and sex figure in the
ritual purity system of ancient Israel, and that the system serves to highlight

133
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the differences between persons and God. Because God is eternal, God does
not die. As Wright puts it, “the mortal condition is incompatible with God’s
holiness.”*® Because God has no consort, God cannot have sex. Therefore,
as Frymer-Kensky puts it, “in order to approach God, one has to leave the
sexual realm.”*!

By separating from sex and death—by following the ritual purity regula-
tions—ancient Israelites (and especially ancient Israelite priests and Levites)
separated themselves from what made them least God-like. In other words, the
point of following these regulations is nothing other than the theological un-
derpinning of the entire Holiness Code: imitatio Dei (Lev. 11:44—45, 19:2, 20:7,
26). Only a heightened, god-like state—the state of ritual purity—made one
eligible to enter the sanctuary, God’s holy residence on earth. Here we come
back to Hubert and Mauss and their classic essay on sacrifice where, with regard
to the process of “sacralization,” they said: ““all that touches upon the gods must
be divine; the sacrifier is obliged to become a god himself in order to be capable
of acting upon them.”** The applicability of this observation to the priestly
materials of the Pentateuch ought now be manifest.

Yet we are still left with a problem: if death is defiling (and banned from
the sacred) why does killing animals find a central place within the sacred?
The answer to the riddle lies, in part, in the fact that the kind of death that
occurs in the sanctuary is not a natural kind of death but a highly controlled
one. Sacrifice is frequently described (or derided) as “violent”; and it certainly
is, at the very least, deadly and bloody. But the violence of sacrifice is not
random or indiscriminate: animal sacrifice in ancient Israel proceeds only in a
very orderly and controlled way.*> The domesticated animals fit to be offered
as sacrifices have no power whatsoever to resist: “like a gentle lamb led to the
slaughter” (Jer. 11:19). That is why, at least in ancient Israel, sacrifice is very
little like the hunt: the sacrificial animals chosen cannot put up much of a
fight.**

As we will soon see, in ancient Israel, sacrifice involves—in part—the
controlled exercise of complete power over an animal’s life and death. This is
precisely one of the powers that Israel’s God exercises over human beings:
“the Lord kills and brings to life” (1 Sam. 2:6; cf. Deut. 32:39). But exercising
control over the death of a subordinate being is not the only aspect of sacri-
ficial ritual that can be understood in light of imitatio Dei. Indeed, we will soon
see that a great many facets of sacrificial ritual—from the selection of animals
to be sacrificed to the dissection and consumption of the animals on or near
the altar—can also be understood in this light.

Domestication, Sacrifice, and Imitatio Dei

Ritual purity is not the only prerequisite for sacrifice, nor is it the only pre-
requisite that may help us understand better the nature and meaning of
ancient Israel’s sacrificial process. Before an Israelite could offer anything as a
sacrifice, the Israelite would have to acquire whatever items, animal or veg-
etable, are to be offered. In a society such as ancient Israel, in which many
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(if not most) were agrarians and pastoralists, it behooves us to reflect on
whether we can learn something about sacrifice by understanding better the
relationship between Israelites and their animals.

In his essay “The Domestication of Sacrifice,” Jonathan Z. Smith offered
the tantalizing suggestion that sacrifice might be understood as a “meditation
on domestication.”** Smith here is at once criticizing the theories of René
Girard and Walter Burkert and offering something of an alternative. Smith
points out that “animal sacrifice appears to be, universally, the ritual killing of
a domesticated animal by agrarian or pastoralist societies.”*® Smith even
entertains the possibility that animals were originally domesticated so that
they could be sacrificed.*” Leaving the question of origins aside, I wish to ask
what we can learn about ancient Israelite sacrifice if we were to meditate on
the process of domestication as a prerequisite for sacrifice.

We must, however, exercise some caution when trying to make use of
Smith’s insights for an understanding of the Hebrew Bible. Smith offered his
account of sacrificial origins as a kind of “‘jeu d’esprit.”** When pressed in the
conversation that followed the paper, he asserted that he doesn’t even believe
his own theory.*’ In contrast to Burkert and Girard, Smith emphatically—and
very seriously—rejected altogether the enterprise of theorizing about the or-
igins of sacrifice.’® It is ironic, therefore—but true nonetheless—that Smith’s
reflections on the process of domestication and its relation to sacrifice make
an important contribution to an understanding of sacrifice in the Hebrew
Bible. The reason for this is obvious: not only do domesticated animals play a
key role in ancient Israelite sacrifice but also metaphors comparing ancient
Israelites to their domesticated animals play a key role in ancient Israelite
theologizing: “The Lord is my shepherd,” the psalmist famously noted (23:1).
Smith’s essay—mind-game or not—may help us indeed.

Before we go further, some clarification is in order. What precisely is
domestication? Smith provides the helpful definition: “domestication may be
defined as the process of human interference in or alteration of the genetics of
plants and animals (i.e., selective breeding).”*" A useful recent work by the
biologist Bruce D. Smith provides further details of this process, which, as he
puts it, results in the “human creation of a new form of plant or animal.”** As
B. D. Smith ably demonstrates—in a manner clear even to the nonscientist—
a domesticated plant or animal is “identifiably different from its wild ances-
tors and extant wild relatives.”>* The origins of this process are not our con-
cern, any more than the origins of sacrifice. What is important here is the fact
that domestication by its nature involves human control over a plant’s being
or an animal’s life and death. While this is true of plants (which were sown,
grafted, and reaped by human farmers), it is even more dramatically true with
regard to animals. By keeping animals penned up, separating herds, rationing
their feeding, selectively killing some and selectively allowing others to breed,
herders exercise a rather striking amount of control over the animals in their
possession.”® In light of what we have already observed regarding ritual pu-
rity, sacrifice, controllability, and death, it is certainly worth thinking about
the relationship between sacrifice and domestication in ancient Israel.
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Ancient Israelites were no exception to the general rule noted by J. Z.
Smith: their animal sacrifices consisted of domesticated species. But only
certain domesticated animals were allowed on the altar. Pigs, of course, were
out of the question, as were the other carnivores and omnivores whose con-
sumption were proscribed in Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 14. Israel’s dietary
rules also banned the consumption of horses, camels, and donkeys (which
were nonetheless kept by them and used for transportation).”> But Israel’s
altar was subject to greater restriction that Israel’s table.>® Israel’s animal
sacrifices came primarily from the herd and flock—cattle, sheep, and goats—
along with certain species of domesticated birds. Thus Israel’s sacrificial of-
terings involved animals that are by nature docile, defenseless, and communal
(living and reproducing in flocks and herds).

We should not be surprised that ancient Israelite literature makes gen-
erous use of metaphors involving its favorite domesticated animals.>” As any
reader of the Bible knows, these metaphors are rather prominent, and a good
number of them depict God as Israel’s shepherd: “for He is our God, and we
are the people He tends, the flock in his care” (Ps. 95:7).°® In the capacity of
shepherd, God is depicted as protecting, guiding, feeding, even slaying his
flock.*®

The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want.
He makes me lie down in green pastures;
He leads me beside still waters ...
(Psalms 23:1-2)

He will feed his flock like a shepherd;
He will gather the lambs in his arms,
and carry them in his bosom
and gently lead the mother sheep.
(Isaiah 4o0:11)

I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I will make them lie
down, says the Lord God. I will seek the lost, and I will bring back
the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen
the weak, but the fat and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them
with justice.

(Ezek. 34:15-16)

The activities ascribed to God in these and other passages constitute the
necessary preliminaries to the sacrificial act. Before any animal can be sacri-
ficed, it must first be protected when born, fed, and then finally guided to its
place of slaughter. What is more, because maimed animals are unfit for the
altar (Lev. 22:18-25), the careful shepherd will keep an eye toward protecting
the animals that are fit for sacrifice. Because Israelites are prohibited from
offering an animal and its offspring on the same day (Lev. 22:28), shepherds
cannot lose track of the familial relationships within their herds and flocks.
Because the art of herding is selective breeding—choosing which males will be
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allowed to reproduce with which females—shepherds will, therefore, as a
matter of course, make the “life-and-death” decisions for their herds and
flocks.

Israel’s sacrificial system presumes that Israelites themselves will be
doing some good tending of their herds or flocks: if they did not, there would
be nothing left to offer. Israel’s theologizing frequently depicts God per-
forming precisely that role vis-a-vis Israel, tending the flock. Thus it stands to
reason that, on some level, ancient Israelites understood tending their own
flocks in light of this analogy: as Israel is to Israel’s herds and flocks, so too is
God to Israel, the flock of the Lord. The prophetic and hymnic metaphors
based on this analogy—as well as other metaphors we will examine below—
provide a clue as to the ways ancient Israelites may have understood their
rituals. More specifically, taken as a whole, these metaphors provide further
confirmation of the case I am making: the process of sacrifice can be un-
derstood as an act of imitatio Dei.

Before reviewing other aspects of the sacrificial process, we need to counter
two tropes in biblical scholarship—reflections on sacrifice that are based, in
part, on judgments concerning Israel’s attitude toward animals. The first
misconception is the idea that because humans in the beginning were vege-
tarians, sacrifice therefore is something that was not originally intended, or at
least less than ideal.*® It is true that Genesis 1:29-31 (cf. Gen. 9:1-11) man-
dates that humans and animals are to eat only plants (even while humans are
told to lord over both animals and plants in Gen. 1:28). While this diet is,
strictly speaking, “vegetarian,” even “nonviolent,” one should wonder whether
these terms accurately and objectively describe the diet imagined in Genesis 1
and 2, which seems to consist exclusively of raw plants.®" This diet also
excludes, it would appear, dairy products, bread, and anything else that re-
quires human effort or cooking. From a canonical perspective, agriculture
begins with the expulsion from the Garden (Gen. 3:17-19), and cuisine begins
even later. What is more, also from a canonical perspective, animals were
sacrificed by Abel (4:1-5) and Noah (8:20) before permission was granted to
eat animals (9:1-3). There is, therefore, no direct correspondence between the
permission to eat animals and the understanding that one must sacrifice
them.

A second misconception concerning biblical attitudes toward animals and
animal sacrifices also concerns the Genesis narratives. It is sometimes sug-
gested that the Hebrew Bible has a stated preference for animal over vegetable
offerings, reflecting the preference of herding over agriculture.* This is os-
tensibly borne out by the Cain and Abel story—where the agrarian Cain kills
the pastoralist Abel after the former’s sacrifice has been rejected by God
(Gen. 4:1-8). This is also borne out, ostensibly, by the fact that the first two
chapters of Leviticus detail sacrificial rules beginning with larger animals and
working down to grain. But interpretations of sacrifice that pit herders against
farmers overlook two indisputable facts. First, the sacrificial rituals of the
priestly traditions routinely involve offerings consisting of animals and grains,
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along with wine, oil, and other sundry products (e.g., Exod. 29:38—42; Lev.
24:5-9; Num. 28:1-8). Second, the literary and archaeological evidence for
ancient Israel suggests that herders and farmers worked together: the ancient
Israelite economy was neither entirely nomadic nor exclusively agricultural.®?
These two facts are two sides of the same coin: the social life of ancient Israel
involved both plants and animals, and its cultic ritual reflects that symbiosis.

Imitating God in the Sanctuary of God

It has now been established that two preliminaries for the sacrificial process
can be understood in light of imitatio Dei. Ancient Israelites understood the
chores related to the raising of and caring for domesticated animals—even
though these are not rituals per se—by analogy to their relationship with God.
The ritual purifications that were the prerequisites for encountering the sa-
cred can also be understood in light of the notion of imitatio Dei.

Another preliminary for sacrifice can similarly be understood, and must
be noted briefly here. The priestly texts that tell us of Israelite sacrifice imagine
these rites taking place in the desert tabernacle. Of course, Israelite sacrifice
will also find its place in the Solomonic temple (and, to be sure, elsewhere
as well).** It is therefore significant to note that a good deal of archaeological
and literary evidence suggests that ancient Israelites—following ancient Near
Eastern myths and models—conceived of their cult places as representing the
cosmos.”> As we will see in chapter 4, this idea is more clearly articulated in
later ancient Jewish texts. But there are hints of this notion in the biblical
record too. Indeed, as Jon D. Levenson has pointed out, the language and
structure of the tabernacle (and temple) construction narratives carefully re-
call the language and structure of Genesis 1.°° Thus by building their cult site,
the Israelites themselves construct a miniature cosmos. Of course, this in turn
means that the priestly traditions understand tabernacle and temple con-
struction as acts of imitatio Dei. The question we will now consider is whether
other aspects of sacrificial ritual can be understood in the same light.

Breaking down ancient Israel’s sacrificial process into discrete steps is not
as simple a task as it may seem. Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss spoke of
three major stages of the sacrificial process: entry, victim, and exit.”” More
recently, Gary Anderson breaks the process into six steps: (1) bringing the
animal into the sanctuary; (2) laying hands on the animal; (3) slaughtering
and cutting the animal; (4) tossing the blood; (5) burning the animal, in part
or in whole; and (6) the disposal of the remains.®® Erhard Gerstenberger, in
his Leviticus commentary, lists nine steps: (1) selection of the sacrificial ani-
mal; (2) transfer of sin through laying of hands; (3) immolation; (4) blood
aspersion; (5) flaying and dividing the animal; (6) altar preparation; (7) burn-
ing parts of the animal; (8) cleansing entrails; and (9) burning the rest of the
animal.®® The two larger lists are similar but not identical. Following closely
the syntax of Leviticus 1:3-9, Gerstenberger separates the killing and the
flaying into two steps (see Lev. 1:5-6). He adds a reference to preparing the
altar (Lev. 1:7) and distinguishes between two stages of burning (Lev. 1:8 and
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1:9b). Importantly, Gerstenberger correctly extrapolates that certain actions
are presupposed by the text: in order to bring a fit animal for sacrifice, one
must select a proper animal from the herd or flock.”® Gerstenberger’s list also
interprets laying hands on the sacrificial animal (Lev. 1:4) as an act of transfer, a
view that others have questioned. Of course, neither of these two lists is entirely
complete. The process of ritual purification is not included, nor is the equally
important process of acquisition. In order to sacrifice an animal, one must of
course have one; in order to select an animal, one must have more than one.

We will discuss here many, but not all, of the steps just noted. Our
concern is not so much to account for every detail of the sacrificial process as
to demonstrate the kind of interpretation that can be offered when one at-
tempts to account for the broad sweep of the sacrificial process. If the analysis
falls short of explaining every aspect of the ritual as described in Leviticus
1:3—9, at least I can claim that it accounts for much that is usually left out of
other analyses. In this section, we will discuss those aspects of the sacrificial
process that can be understood in light of the notion of imitatio Dei. Other
aspects of the process will be discussed later in this chapter. Still other aspects
of the process—notably the rite of laying a hand on the sacrifice—will be
discussed in chapter 3, for reasons that will become clear.

Coinciding with the process of ritual purification comes a process of
selection: the offerer or the officiating priest for each sacrificial ritual must
select the animal that is to be sacrificed. Any animal offered must be without
blemish (Lev. 1:3). While this regulation is repeated many times in the Priestly
strand,”’ one finds the definition of what constitutes a blemish in a text
usually attributed to the Holiness Code (Lev. 22:17-28).”” Here we find that
animals brought to the altar must be free of at least the following defects.

(22) Anything blind, or injured, or maimed, or having a discharge, or
an itch, or scabs—these you shall not offer to the Lord....(23) An
ox or a lamb that has a limb too long or too short”® you may present
for a freewill offering; but it will not be accepted for a vow. (24) Any
animal that has its testicles bruised or crushed or torn or cut you
shall not offer to the Lord; such you shall not do within your land.

It is commonly pointed out that it is fitting for animals offered on the holy
altar to be perfect and whole.” It is equally important to recognize, however,
that this stipulation does not only concern the animal: it requires the offerer to
carefully examine the animal destined for sacrifice. These regulations,
moreover, don’t only apply at the moment of sacrifice. Prudent shepherds will
properly care for their flocks, watching for blemishes that have appeared,
trying to prevent others from coming about, and perhaps even controlling
the breeding of those animals born with defects. As we have also already
mentioned, Leviticus prohibits offering an animal and its offspring on the same
day (Lev. 22:26—28). This regulation requires of all offerers of sacrifice, priestly
and otherwise, to remain keenly aware of the familial relationships among the
animals to be offered as sacrifices.
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Even after the offerer has eliminated unfit animals in accordance with
these regulations, presumably more than one fit animal is left in the herd or
flock—and that’s when the selection of the animal truly takes place.”> The
closest we come to a description of this aspect of the sacrificial process is in
Exodus 12, where the Israelites’ selection and watching over the animal to be
consumed as a Passover offering (12:06) is juxtaposed with God’s guarding and
watching over Israel in preparation for the tenth plague (12:42). Indeed, the
sacrificial narrative in Exodus 12 is infused with intimations of Israel acting
in imitation of God.”® The idea that Israelites could imitate God by selecting
things is, of course, evident elsewhere. The book of Leviticus itself more than
once draws a connection between the human capacity to make distinctions
and the divine power to do the same (Lev. 10:10; 11:46—47). Clearly, the pro-
cess of selection too can be understood in light of the concern to imitate God.

We have already mentioned that exercising control over the life and death
of the animal can be understood in light of imitatio Dei. Once the animal is
killed, a number of steps immediately follow: the blood of the animal is
manipulated in various ways (Lev. 1:5) and then the priests flay and cut up the
offering (Lev. 1:6). We skip for a moment the complex questions concerning
blood and focus on the priest’s separating of the carcass into its constituent
parts. Although the basic regulations for this process—specifying which parts
belong where—are laid out in Leviticus and elsewhere, there are very few
descriptions of the image of an offerer or priest looking into the innards of
an animal. The only relevant passages I know of can be found in Jeremiah, the
Psalms, and a few other places, which speak of God, who “examines the kid-
neys and heart.””” In most English editions of the Hebrew Bible, the phrase is
translated figuratively, which obscures the sacrificial nature of the metaphor
being employed in these passages.”® The idea that ancient Israelites believed
the heart to be the center of thought (e.g., Deut. 8:5 and 1 Kgs. 2:44) is beside
the point. The figurative translations conceal the fact that the organs being
examined are, regardless of their function, ones that figure prominently in
sacrificial rituals (e.g., Lev. 3:4, 10, 15). Can we infer from these images that
the priest—by looking into the animal—is doing divine work?

We now turn back to the matter of blood,”® which is daubed on the altar by a
priest (Lev. 1:5). A number of prophetic passages also imagine God manipulating
blood. Such images appear particularly in passages depicting God as the divine
warrior.*® This phenomenon, incidentally, constitutes one of many interrela-
tionships in the Hebrew Bible between sacrificial ideologies and the notion of
holy war.®" Isaiah 63:1-6, for instance, depicts God wearing a bloodstained
garment—would not the priestly garments be stained with blood?®”> What is
more, other sacrificial terms appear in this passage: God “‘spatters” the blood
(63:3), and the prophet here uses the same verb used commonly in sacrificial
contexts (e.g., Lev. 4:6, 6:20). When the prophet complains that there is no
“helper” (7210; Isa. 63:5), he uses another term commonly used in sacrificial
contexts (e.g., Lev. 1:4).%*

A similar depiction of God manipulating blood in the performance of
sacrifice can be found in Isaiah 34:6-7:
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(6) The Lord has a sword; it is sated with blood,
it is gorged with fat, with the blood of lambs and goats,
with the fat of the kidneys and rams.
For the Lord has a sacrifice in Bozrah,
a great slaughter in the land of Edom.
(7) Wild oxen shall fall with them,
and young steers with the mighty bulls.
Their land shall be soaked with blood,
and their soil made rich with fat.

This passages and still others like them®* are striking in their depiction of God
performing sacrificial behaviors with blood.

Once the animal is dissected, various parts of it are consumed in one way
or another. While parts of the altar or sanctuary are doused with the blood of
the animal, the fat, meat, and organs of the animal are either consumed in the
flames of the altar or eaten by the priests. These aspects of sacrifice, too, can
be well understood in light of imitatio Dei. A number of biblical scholars have
struggled with the idea of a God who eats, and it may now come as little
surprise that many argue that Israelites could not have believed in such an
idea. For instance, according to Menahem Haran, references to sacrifices as
“God’s food” (e.g., Lev. 3:11) and to the altar as God’s “table” (e.g., Ezek.
41:22; Mal. 1:7) are “fossilized” usages that are “clearly based on a very an-
cient and elementary conception of the world and could not possibly be the
products of Israel’s own cultural milieu.”®

Perhaps the biblical God doesn’t rely on food the same way people do (Ps.
50:12-13), but God certainly does “consume”—and the difference between
“eating” and “consuming” exists only in our translations, not in the original
Hebrew. Throughout biblical narrative, God appears to the Israelites as a
“consuming fire.” In the context of holy war, God will travel with and before
the Israelites as a “consuming fire” to devour Israel’s enemies.*® Strikingly,
God also appears as a “consuming fire” in a number of sacrificial narratives
concerning the offerings of (among others) Moses, Aaron, David, Solomon,
and Elijah.*” By “consuming” and burning elements of sacrificial offerings,
the offerers of sacrifice in ancient Israel are imitating activities often ascribed
to God in narratives in which God’s presence during a sacrifice is explicitly
described.

We have seen that the typical ancient Israelite sacrifice involves the per-
formance by Israelites and priests of a number of activities that can be un-
derstood well in the light of the concern to imitate God. The process of ritual
purification may well involve the separation of people from those aspects of
humanity (death and sex) that are least God-like. The performance of pastoral
responsibilities—caring, feeding, protecting, and guiding—can easily be un-
derstood in light of imitatio Dei, as can the more dramatic acts of selective
breeding. Closer to the altar, the selection, killing, dissection, and consump-
tion of sacrificial animals are also activities that have analogues in the divine
realm. God too selects, kills, looks inside things, and appears on earth as a



66 PURITY AND SACRIFICE IN BIBLICAL ISRAEL

consuming fire. Indeed, the concern with imitating God serves as a symbolic
underpinning of much of the sacrificial process.

Sacrifice and Metaphor

It is likely that some will resist the suggestion that sacrificial rituals can be
better understood in light of the notion of imitatio Dei. It is also likely that
some will resist this analysis because of its unabashed use of images culled
from the Psalms and prophetic literature in order to understand the rituals
dryly laid out in Leviticus. Some might suppose that passages like Jeremiah
11:20 (in which God examines the kidneys and heart) or Isaiah 40:11 (in which
God the shepherd gathers, guides, and feeds his flock) do not really concern
sacrifice at all because they are just metaphors. We cannot, however, be so
quick in labeling these images as metaphors and then dismissing them from
a discussion of the meaning of sacrificial rituals. First of all, it is worth
keeping in mind that as long as the date of Priestly strand(s) of the Pentateuch
remains a debated issue, it can by no means be assumed that the (presumably
metaphorical) passages in Jeremiah (or even the Psalms) are later than the
(presumably literal) descriptions of sacrificial rituals in Leviticus. Of course,
this observation is really only relevant if we operate under the standard as-
sumption that metaphors involve secondary and nonliteral usages that in some
way extend beyond the original, literal usage of the terminology in question.
The more time one spends reflecting on metaphor, however, the more one is
impelled to rethink simplistic approaches.*®

This book began with the observation that antisacrificial biases in con-
temporary scholarship have hindered the understanding of sacrifice in ancient
Israel. It can equally be said that the understanding of sacrifice has suffered
because of antimetaphorical biases in scholarship. There is a longstanding
tradition in Western philosophy—going back all the way to Aristotle—that
disparages metaphor as something that is merely ornamental.** For some
decades, however, a number of philosophers, linguists, and anthropologists
have worked to rehabilitate metaphor, arguing that metaphor is cognitive,
meaningful, often primary and foundational, and so pervasive as to become
inescapable.”® Nonetheless, very few works that set out to study ancient Isra-
elite ritual in general (to say nothing of sacrifice in particular) seek to make use
of biblical metaphors in their analysis.’' In general, the study of Israelite sac-
rifice has suffered because antimetaphorical biases in biblical scholarship have
eliminated sacrificial metaphors from the discussion.’”

It is no longer sound to assume that metaphor is historically secondary.
Quite often the reverse can be demonstrated, even within the Hebrew Bible.”?
One stunning example is the “dry bones” vision in Ezekiel 37. Here we find a
metaphorical reference to the resurrection of the dead that by virtually all
accounts precedes by hundreds of years the time when ancient Israelites
literally believed in any notion of resurrection of the dead.”*
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It is also no longer methodologically sound to dismiss metaphor as
merely ornamental. At the very least, metaphor—when it can be demon-
strated to be in existence—must be taken seriously. It must also be recognized
that metaphor, even when it can be demonstrated to be historically secondary,
frequently expands the meanings and usages of words and concepts, thereby
influencing both behavior and beliefs.”> Consider, for instance, one of the few
biblical metaphors that is generally treated properly: the prophetic compar-
ison of God’s covenant with Israel to a marriage between a man and a woman
(e.g., Hos. 1:2-3:5). This is clearly metaphorical, yet most scholars are willing
to grant that this metaphor in particular expands our understanding of ancient
Israelite perceptions of what a covenant meant. Scholars don’t dismiss
Hosea’s marriage as mere metaphor, and Jeremiah 11:20 ought not be dis-
missed either. It is one thing to label Jeremiah 11:20 and similar passages as
metaphor—this could well be justified. It is quite another thing to go further
and assume that these passages contribute nothing to our understanding of
ancient Israelite sacrifice. If rituals (sacrifice included) mean anything at all,
they involve metaphors, practically by definition.”® Why dismiss one set of
metaphors from the discussion of another? Considering that a fair amount
of evidence can be marshaled in defense of the argument that the notion of
imitatio Dei informed ancient Israelite approaches to sacrifice, the prophetic
images that depict God in sacrificial terms or in pastoral roles ought to be
looked at very seriously. These may well be root metaphors that contribute to
our understanding of what sacrifice meant to ancient Israelites.

Sacrifice, then, ought to be understood metaphorically—and I use the term
advisedly.”” There is an analogy at the heart of sacrifice.”® The offerer and
priest play the part of God, and the domesticated animals—from the herd and
the flock—play the part of the people (and particularly Israel). The analogy, of
course, is not perfect: people don'’t really become divine in the process of imi-
tating God. They can merely aspire briefly to play on the human level roles
otherwise played by God on the divine level.”® But this problem is inherent in
and characteristic of metaphor: analogy is not identity.'% If Jonathan Z. Smith
is right, the problem is also inherent in ritual: “ritual is a means of performing
the way things ought to be in conscious tension to the way things are.”'*"

There will continue to be those who insist that ritual in general—to say
nothing of biblical sacrifice in particular—lacks any inherent symbolic
meaning.'®” Perhaps the pivotal theoretical work in this respect is Frits Staal’s
essay, “The Meaninglessness of Ritual.” The debate on whether ritual is
symbolic or not is sure to continue, and those seeking the final word will not
find it here. My sympathy for those who seek to find symbol in ritual—
including Mary Douglas, Clifford Geertz, Edmund Leach, Victor Turner, the
early Claude Lévi-Strauss, and others—should already be clear enough. Still,
assuming for a moment that we accept Staal’s interpretation of Hindu rites,
does that mean that biblical rites are necessarily similar in their essential
nonsymbolic nature? The case for the symbolic or nonsymbolic nature of rit-
uals needs to be made on a case-by-case basis. Moreover, the claim that rituals
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are nonsymbolic in essence is a claim pertaining to origins—it cannot be
denied that, at the very least, some rituals are infused with symbolic meanings
in certain religious traditions (the Israelite tradition no doubt included). Even if
some cultures’ rituals remain free of symbolic explanation, that fact does not
eliminate the possibility that symbolism looms large in others. Even if it could
be established that rituals were originally arbitrary, that does not preclude the
possibility that developed religious systems infuse rituals with symbolism.
Since we are interested here in a developed ritual system, it matters little that
symbolism may be secondary, and it matters even less that symbolism may be
absent elsewhere.

Those who focus on ritual as activity remind us, at the very least, that ritual
is not only symbolic but functional as well. Following Victor Turner, I believe
scholars must recognize both, and distinguish between, symbolic and func-
tional meanings, without denying the possibility of either one.'®® Rituals—
sacrifice included—are multivalent entities, whose levels of meaning cannot be
reduced to any single idea or purpose.'®* With this thought in mind, we return
to our analysis of the sacrificial process, and introduce our second “organizing
principle”—one that highlights connections between purity and sacrifice but
also one that focuses more on what sacrifices were perceived to have achieved
for ancient Israelites.

The Sacrificial Process, Part 2: Attracting and Maintaining
the Divine Presence

Our first organizing principle—imitatio Dei—allows us to understand better
the relationship between the Israelites’ pastoral activities and their depictions
of God as a shepherd. Moreover, the principle provides a fuller understanding
of many aspects of the sacrificial process, from ritual purification to the
consumption of the offering. Yet imitatio Dei does not exhaustively explain
sacrifice in ancient Israel. The principle also does not, for instance, fully
explain other important matters, such as the determination of which parts of
the animal are placed on the altar and which are given to the priests.'® It also
cannot fully answer important questions concerning the agricultural offerings
on the one hand and blood symbolism on the other. It also does not serve to
explain fully the purposes or functions of the sacrificial act: what is achieved
by this act of imitation? I doubt that any single theory, principle, or metaphor
will ever explain all this. The function of the sacrificial act can, I believe, be
better understood when we bring to the discussion our second organizing
principle: the priestly traditions’ overriding concern with the divine presence
dwelling among Israel, in the sanctuary.'®®

That the priestly traditions of the Pentateuch are concerned with the pres-
ence of God in the community of Israel need hardly be stated. Practically from
the first ritual legislation incorporated into the Priestly strand (Exod. 20:24)
through the end of Leviticus (26:11-12), the concern with the presence of God
runs throughout. This concern is articulated in the command to build the
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sanctuary: “make them build me a sanctuary and I will dwell among them”
(Exod. 25:8). Upon the construction of the tabernacle, we are told that “the
glory of the Lord fills the tabernacle” (Exod. 40:35; cf. 1 Kgs. 8:10-11). Ac-
cording to many interpreters, various elements of the tabernacle serve to
symbolize the notion of God’s presence there.'”” Of course, the term “tab-
ernacle” (own), with its connotation of indwelling—itself testifies to the im-
portance of this concern.'®® Moreover, the priestly traditions’ favorite term for
the sacrificial act—"offering” (12p), with its connotation of closeness and
nearness—is likely expressive of the same concern.'® We also ought to recall
that our most detailed sacrificial rules—along with the rest of the book of
Leviticus—are said to have been spoken to Moses, by God, from the Tent of
Meeting (Lev. 1:1).

How does the concern with the divine presence help us understand the
sacrifice? A number of years ago, Baruch Levine suggested understanding
sacrifices, particularly the burnt offerings, as an effort to attract the deity.'"°
This dynamic is borne out by a host of biblical narratives that describe God’s
presence appearing—usually as a consuming fire—immediately upon the
proper performance of some sacrificial rite. This description applies, at least
roughly, to the covenant ratification ceremony at Sinai (Exod. 24:17); the
ceremony of Aaron’s investiture (Lev. 9:22—24); the sacrifice offered by
Samson’s parents (Judg. 13:19-21); the sacrifices David offered at Araunah’s
threshing floor (1 Chr. 21:26; but cf. 2 Sam. 24:25); and, perhaps most dra-
matically, the narrative of Elijah’s confrontation with the priests of Baal (1 Kgs.
18:38).""" According to Gary Anderson, this same dynamic is operative in the
prophetic literature of the postexilic period, whose message is: rebuild the
temple, seek to restore the presence of God, and then things will begin to
improve.'"?

The notion that sacrifice functions as an invitation or as a means of
attracting the divine presence is also reflected in other sources from the an-
cient Near East, perhaps most notably in the often-quoted passage from the
eleventh tablet of the standard Babylonian (Ninevite) version of the Epic of
Gilgamesh:

(155) I let out to the four winds and I offered a sacrifice. (156) I made
an offering at the mountain top. (157) I set up cult vessels by sevens.
(158) Under them I poured reed, cedar and myrtle. (159) The gods
smelled (its) sweet savor. (161) The gods, like flies, around the offerer
gathered.'"’

Perhaps the clearest articulation of the same dynamic in a biblical ritual text
can be seen in Exodus 29, where the sacrifice to be offered twice daily is
referred to as a “pleasing odor to God” (29:41). What is more, the performance
of this regular daily sacrifice is explicitly connected to the notion of the per-
petual maintenance of the presence of God within the sanctuary (29:42—40):

(42) It shall be a regular burnt offering throughout your generations
at the entrance of the tent of meeting before the Lord, where I will
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meet with you, to speak to you there. (43) I will meet with the
Israelites there, and it shall be sanctified by my glory. ... (45) I will
dwell among the Israelites and I will be their God. (46) And they
shall know that I am the Lord their God, who brought them out of
the land of Egypt that I might dwell among them; I am the Lord
their God.

Not only does the daily offering attract the divine presence but also its proper
performance serves to maintain that presence among the community.'"*

This overriding concern with the attraction and maintenance of the divine
presence can also be understood, in a way, as a common denominator of many
of the older, well-known “theories” (or metaphors) of sacrifice. For instance,
the bestowal of gifts and the provision of food can easily be understood as
aspects of more general concerns with attraction and maintenance. Similarly,
those aspects of sacrifice that are sometimes explained in light of “commu-
nion” (e.g., the sharing of sacrificial meat) or “‘blood-ties” (e.g., the daubing of
blood upon both persons and the altar) can possibly be understood as expres-
sions of the concern to establish a sense of connection between the people and
the deity, whose presence the people hope to attract and maintain among them
for perpetuity.

There is a further value in elevating the concern with the attraction and
maintenance of the divine presence to the level of an “organizing principle.”
Like the notion of imitatio Dei, the concern with the attraction and mainte-
nance of the divine presence allows us to draw additional connections be-
tween the interrelated structures of purity and sacrifice. The notion of imitatio
Dei, as we have seen, allowed us to see that the ritual structure of sacrifice is
intimately connected to the structure known as ritual purity. Our second
organizing principle, however, allows us to see the deep connection between
the structure of sacrifice on the one hand and the structure of moral defile-
ment on the other.

As noted above, the notion of moral defilement concerns the idea that
certain grave sins are so heinous that they are considered defiling. The
problem with these three sins—idolatry, sexual transgression, and murder—
and the reason why they bring about exile is that God finds them so abhorrent
that He will not and cannot abide on a land that becomes saturated with the
residue left by their performance. This concern is very clearly articulated
toward the end of the book of Numbers (35:30-34):

(30) If anyone kills another, the murderer shall be put to death. ...
(31) Moreover you shall accept no ransom for the life of a murderer
who is subject to the death penalty; a murderer must be put to death.
(33) You shall not pollute the land in which you live; for blood
pollutes the land, and no expiation can be made for the land, for
the blood that is shed in it, except by the blood of the one who shed
it. (34) You shall not defile the land in which you live, in which I
also dwell; for I the Lord dwell among the Israelites.
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The thrust of the passage is this: murder morally defiles the land, and this
phenomenon poses a threat to the maintenance among Israel of the presence of
God. In a sense, we could say that murderers themselves become abominations
(Mayn). These grave sinners threaten to saturate the land with their sin, which
poses a threat to the sanctuary. Indeed, it is precisely this ramification of Israel’s
performance of grave sin that is depicted quite dramatically in Ezekiel 8-11.
Upon Israel’s continued performance of grave sins—again, primarily idolatry,
sexual transgression, and murder—the divine presence (called in Ezekiel the
“glory” [122]) departs from the sanctuary.

We can now, perhaps, see even more clearly the differences between ritual
and moral defilements. Ritual defilement concerns those things that threaten
the status vis-a-vis the sacred of the individuals directly affected. Those who are
ritually defiled, those whom they ritually defile, and those animals that, when
dead, are considered ritually defiling—all of these are banned from the sanc-
tuary. If that ban is violated, the presumption is that the danger that ensues
falls upon those who transgressed the boundary: “thus you shall keep the
people of Israel separate from their impurities, so that they do not die in their
impurity by defiling my tabernacle that is in their midst” (Lev. 15:31).""> The
moral defilements, however, work very differently. The moral defilements
threaten not only the status of the individuals in question but also the land and
in turn the sanctuary itself. Unlike the ritual impurities, the moral impurities
bring with them not just the danger that sacred precincts might be violated but
also the threat that God will depart from the sacred precincts altogether. As
already emphasized, the moral impurities, unlike the ritual impurities, are
referred to as abominations. These things are repugnant to God; they are re-
pulsive, repellent. So we can also now see better how the moral defilements are
related to sacrifice. Abominable acts undo what properly performed sacrifice
does. Sacrifice attracts and maintains the divine presence; moral defilement
resulting from grave sin repels the divine presence.

The idea that sacrifice and sin are related in some way has long been
recognized and emphasized. Indeed, many discussions of sacrifice are dom-
inated by concerns with guilt, scapegoating, and expiation. It certainly cannot
be denied that a number of sacrificial rituals described in Leviticus in par-
ticular serve an expiatory role on some level (Lev. 1:4; Lev. 4; Lev. 16). But the
typical understanding of the way daily sacrifice and grave sin are related is, I
believe, backward. It is not that the daily sacrifice undoes the damage done by
grave transgression. Quite the contrary: grave transgression undoes what
the daily sacrifice produces. And the difference between the two formulations
is important. What it boils down to is whether sacrifice is considered, in and of
itself, a productive act. Those who argue that expiation is at the core of all or
most sacrificial rituals ultimately view sacrifice not as something productive in
its own right but as a correction or a reversal of something else that was
wrong. One well-known and useful commentary uses the following sequence
of verbs in discussing sacrifice: “restore,” “correct,” “undo,” “reverse,” and
“cleanse.”"'"® This is typical of a host of scholars in biblical studies who view
sacrifice as primarily a response to transgression."'” Other scholars, however,
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such as George Buchanan Gray, Yehezkel Kaufmann, Baruch Levine, and
more recently Gary Anderson and Alfred Marx, each in their own way em-
phasize the joyful and productive nature of much of Israelite sacrifice.'"®
These scholars, I believe, put us in a better position to understand the biblical
descriptions of the daily burnt offering (Exod. 29:38—45; Num. 28:3-8), which
are completely devoid of any concern with expiation. The purpose of the daily
burnt offering—and perhaps some other sacrifices as well—is to provide
regular and constant pleasing odors to the Lord, so that the divine presence
will continually remain in the sanctuary.'"

Conclusion

The goal of this chapter has been to present an analysis of purity and sacrifice
in the Hebrew Bible, one that avoids the methodological problems addressed
in chapter 1: the separation of ritual purity from sacrifice, and the relatively
hostile, evolutionist treatment that sacrifice then typically receives, at least
when compared to the way ritual purity is handled. I have suggested that the
ancient Israelite sacrificial process, broadly conceived, can be more fully un-
derstood if we keep in mind two overriding concerns of the priestly traditions:
the desire to imitate God and the concern to attract and maintain the presence
of God. Accordingly, ritual purification involves a process of separating from
those aspects of humanity that make one least God-like, as a preparation
for the performance of a number of sacrificial behaviors (selecting, killing,
looking into, and consuming) that are much more God-like. The pastoral
responsibilities that Israelites would enact with regard to their domesticated
animals—some of which, inevitably, would be offered for sacrifice—also can
be understood in light of the notion of imitatio Dei.

Along the way, I have offered some thoughts on the role of metaphor and
symbol in ancient Israelite ritual and thought—arguing against those who
dismiss the symbolic understandings of ritual. Throughout this chapter, the
analysis has drawn on prophetic and hymnic descriptions of God, many of
which utilize sacrificial terms in their descriptions of divine activity. Other
passages utilize pastoral images in their descriptions of God’s relation to
Israel. On the whole, these passages bolster the claim that Israelites under-
stood much of the activity related to sacrifice in a symbolic or metaphorical
way. There is an analogy at the heart of sacrificial activity, and it is expressed
in these prophetic and hymnic passages: as God is to Israel, so is Israel to
their domesticated animals.

The analogy at the heart of sacrifice can be fully appreciated only when
both halves receive equal consideration: as God is to people, so too—during the
process of sacrifice—is the people of Israel to the domesticated animals offered
for sacrifice. Indeed, one value of understanding sacrifice metaphorically is
that we are encouraged to think of the roles played by both the people and the
animals. Theories of sacrifice that identify the (usually innocent) animal with
the (usually guilty) offerer without identifying the offerer with something or
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someone else—as analogy would require—can only hope to explain half of
sacrifice, if even that much. Another value of the approach suggested here is
that we can understand the aspects of sacrificial rituals discussed above
without making recourse to scapegoating or even expiation. Indeed, the daily
burnt offering in particular can well be understood as morally neutral: there
are not necessarily any innocent victims here, any more than there are any
guilty priests. What we have, rather, are animals symbolically representing
Israelites at the same time that the Israelites and priests stand in for God.

We also reviewed some theories regarding the function of Israelite sacrifice.
One function of the sacrificial imitation of God is to send up pleasing odors that
will attract and maintain the continued presence of God in the sanctuary, in the
midst of Israel. Animal sacrifice, however, has its nemesis: the grave sins that
are viewed as morally defiling (idolatry, sexual transgression, and murder) have
the capacity to undo the good that sacrifice does. While properly performed
sacrifice attracts and maintains the divine presence, the grave sins that produce
moral defilement have the capacity to repel the divine presence.

We have seen throughout that sacrifice and defilement are intricately
interrelated. When we examine these structures in light of the concerns of
imitatio Dei and attracting and maintaining the divine presence, we are able
to identify a number of important connections between ritual and moral
impurity on the one hand and sacrifice on the other. When we examine
sacrificial and defilement systems at the same time, we cannot help but
conclude that ancient Israelite sacrificial rituals may well be just as much of a
symbolic system as ancient Israelite purity rules are commonly believed to be.
Moreover, keeping all of these concerns in mind may well help move us in the
direction of understanding sacrifice not only as a meaningful and symbolic act
but as a productive act as well. Ancient Israelites conceived of sacrifice not
primarily as a solution to the problem of transgression but rather as a pro-
ductive expression of their religious ideals and hopes: the imitation of the
divinity, in order to maintain the divine presence among them.

This analysis puts the lie to the unsound disparity (discussed in chapter 1)
that remains too entrenched in the scholarly and popular minds alike: while
ancient Israelite purity rules are widely recognized to be symbolic, ancient
Israelite sacrificial rules are widely dismissed as vestigial and therefore
meaningless. The selective killing of animals for the sake of worshiping God
may never sit well with those of us raised in modern nonsacrificing religious
traditions. But the selective denigration of sacrifice by moderns who use ani-
mals without living with them should not sit well with us either. Those who
approach sacrifice in ancient Israel with the presumption that sacrifice is
primitive and unethical cannot help us understand what sacrificing meant to
ancient Israel. Ancient Israel was a culture that not only lived with animals but
thought and theologized with them too.

We have, however, left one significant issue unaddressed: if we are indeed
to understand the sacrificial process in light of images culled, in part, from
prophetic literature, why is it that the biblical prophets seem to object to
sacrifice? We take up this question in the next chapter.
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Rethinking the
Prophetic Critique

We turn in this chapter to a consideration of the biblical prophets’
approaches toward cult in general and sacrifice in particular. We do
so for a number of reasons. As is well known, a number of the
prophets appear to criticize cultic practice: “for I desire steadfast
love, and not sacrifice” (Hos. 6:6). These prophetic statements are
certainly significant, and no analysis of sacrifice in the Hebrew Bible
can be considered complete without addressing this issue. What is
more, there can be little doubt that a good deal of the hostility toward
sacrifice, on the part of scholars and others—which we traced in
chapter T—is motivated at least in part by these passages." If, after all,
the prophets did want to abolish sacrifices, then surely there must
have been something truly wrong with them! We begin this discus-
sion by looking briefly at the classic scholarly works that have greatly
influenced the current discussion.

We have already mentioned the work of Wellhausen in connec-
tion with the classic, evolutionist approaches to the composition of
the Priestly strand in the Pentateuch. There can be no doubt that
Wellhausen’s contempt for priests, their rigidity, and the cult goes
hand in hand with his reverence for the prophets, their spirit, their
authentic religion, and their ethics.” The priest-versus-prophet
dichotomy finds its truly classic and most influential expression,
however, a few years later in the work of Wellhausen’s younger con-
temporary, Max Weber (1864-1920). Weber devoted a portion of
his magnum opus—a massive and unfinished work entitled Economy
and Society—to an examination of the sociology of religion.” Within
that work-within-a-work (now widely available as its own book) we
find sections devoted to the exposition of the roles of the priest on
the one hand and the prophet on the other. Weber famously—and
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rather dryly—described the priesthood as “the specialization of a particular
group of persons in the continuous operation of a cultic enterprise, perma-
nently associated with particular norms, places and times, and related to spe-
cific social groups.”* The prophet, in contrast, was presented as “a purely
individual bearer of charisma, who by virtue of his mission proclaims a reli-
gious doctrine or divine commandment.” Needless to say, an antipriestly bias
predominates in such definitions, which were frequently evolutionistic, and
not limited to Wellhausen or Weber.® Peter Berger’s diagnosis—offered in
1963—remains apt:

Developed by nineteenth-century Protestant scholarship, an image of
the Old Testament prophets has so successfully filtered down to the
religiously interested laity that it is quite difficult for anyone ever
subjected to a Protestant Sunday school to think in other terms. One
of the stereotypes connected with this image is the notion of the
prophets as opponents of the priests, brave individualists defying the
religious authorities of their time. It does not require great sophis-
tication in the sociology of knowledge to guess why this image was
developed by Protestant scholars (though perhaps psychological gifts
too may be needed to interpret the rather strange affinity of German
university professors, mostly teaching in theological faculties of
established churches, for prophets as against priests!). In any case,
during the period that the Wellhausen school dominated Old
Testament scholarship, the notion that priests and prophets were
fundamentally opposed attained almost axiomatic status.”

It also should be noted for the record that these approaches are not exclusively
Protestant. As we have observed already, an analogous bias (but not, of course,
a Protestant one) runs through the works of the Kaufmann school that trace
evolutions from early, priestly (ritual) texts through later prophetic (moral)
texts to the final synthesis of the two in the Holiness Code. In this case, the
negative evaluation of P serves both to bolster its antiquity and to provide
the stepping-stone for a positive evolution toward prophecy and beyond.® For
the most part, however, the works of Kaufmann and the school associated with
him step back from the absolute opposition of priests and prophets.’ Indeed,
most scholars today reject both Wellhausen’s judgments and Weber’s dichot-
omy, though it is not at all uncommon to find surveys of priests and prophets
that dialogue with—even if only for the purposes of illustration—Weber’s
dramatic contrasts."’

But not all who discuss Weber’s dichotomy consider it a fossilized vestige
from bygone days. In a provocative survey of the issues we are considering
in this chapter, Ronald S. Hendel has recently called for a return to Weber’s
dichotomy: “Where the priests see a correspondence and mutuality between
ritual and ethics, the classical prophets contrast the ethical with the ritual.”"'
Hendel also states, with regard to the ostensible prophetic condemnations
of sacrifice: “although many scholars in recent years have attempted to read
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these passages as something less than a rejection of ritual, I would agree with
William McKane that these scholarly attempts do not do justice to the texts.”?
McKane, in turn, advocates a return not so much to Weber as to Wellhausen:

The prophet is a man of sorrows....In so far as the prophet suffers
rejection and knows the anguish of an isolation which is not self-
imposed, but arises out of a concern for a community which cannot
be reached, he walks along a via dolorosa and is enrolled in the
fellowship of the sufferings of Jesus. Buber is to be listened to when
he urges that the prophets are the great renewers of the religion of
the Old Testament, and they should be allowed to do this work in
every age."’

Those who disparage the achievements of the prophets—by downplaying their
dispute with the priests—serve, in McKane’s view, to deny them “the heroic
dimensions which Wellhausen coveted for them.”'* McKane’s appeal to
Martin Buber’s work The Prophetic Faith'® hardly mitigates the fact that what
we have here is a typically Protestant reading of the “Old Testament,” couched
in distinctly theological terms, expressing particularistic Christian concerns.
Despite the excesses of the passage just quoted, the possibility that some
contemporary apologia for priests or sacrifice are themselves biased is not a
charge that we can safely ignore. We will therefore consider Hendel’s and
McKane’s criticism of current work in due course. But before we can deter-
mine whether Weber was right or not, we must survey the biblical evidence,
and consider the arguments that have been offered against the idea that
prophets opposed the priests and rejected sacrificial ritual. T will then try to
offer my own contribution to the understanding of this important question.
The material we need to consider here can be conveniently broken up into
four units. In the first, we review the array of passages attributed to various
prophets that appear to reject priestly cultic rituals. We also will evaluate in
this section some of the ways scholars typically approach these passages. In
the second section we consider the impact that one generally overlooked issue
could have on understanding the prophetic critique of sacrifice: what is the
effect of theft on a sacrificial system predicated on proper ownership of cultic
offerings? In the third and fourth sections, we consider closely two significant
prophetic texts that offer rejections of and/or alternatives to the temple in
Jerusalem: Jeremiah’s so-called temple sermon (Jer. 7:1-15 and 26:1-24) and
Ezekiel’s vision of the future temple (Ezek. 40—48). We focus on these pas-
sages not only for their significance within the Hebrew Bible, which can
hardly be denied. The additional justification for analyzing these passages
closely extends from the fact that each of them has a distinct afterlife in the
literature we will consider in part II of this book. Jeremiah’s temple sermon
has no doubt impacted the Gospels’ traditions concerning Jesus’ action and
statement in the temple precincts (see discussion in chapter 7). Ezekiel’s
temple vision no doubt influenced much of the literature from Qumran—
in particular, the Temple Scroll, which presents a similar (but by no means
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identical) alternative, ideal vision of the temple’s structure (see discussion in
chapter ).

The Prophets and the Cult: Some General Considerations

We turn now to consider the prophets’ relationship to ancient Israel’s sacri-
ficial practice. Of course, this topic is too large to be addressed thoroughly in a
brief survey. A full assessment of these matters would require one to analyze
each passage in the context of a broader treatment of the prophet who os-
tensibly uttered the words in question—and we can hardly do that here.
Indeed, each prophetic book presents its own challenges. Virtually all of the
prophetic books—as is now recognized—are composites of one sort or an-
other.'® But text-critical problems are only the beginning. A host of issues
prevents one from generalizing the experience or message of ancient Israel’s
prophets. Indeed, were it not for the coincidence of canonization and the
influence of tradition, we might more easily recognize that these figures have
much less in common than is often supposed.

We know of some prophets—like Samuel and Elijah—primarily from
stories told about them in the Deuteronomistic history.'” We know of others—
like Amos, Hosea, and Micah—primarily from collections of oracles which
they or their later disciples bequeathed to us. We know of still others—like
Jeremiah and Ezekiel—from lengthier books incorporating both oracle and nar-
rative, whose transmission histories are all too unknown to modern scholars.
Within this array of material, we find figures early and late—stretching from
the early days of the monarchy (e.g., Samuel) down past the destruction of the
first temple, and into the early Second Temple period (e.g., Haggai). We hear of
figures from the northern kingdom of Israel (e.g., Elijah, Hosea) and from the
southern kingdom of Judah (Isaiah). We hear of figures who were urban,
wealthy, and well connected, like Isaiah, and figures who were presumably
rural, poor, and of negligible social status, like Micah. Some of these differ-
entiations might well match those advanced by social scientists in the dis-
tinction between “peripheral” and “central” prophets.'® And as we will see
momentarily, these figures had various relations with other Israelite institu-
tions, like the priesthood and the monarchy. A complete analysis of prophecy
and the cult in ancient Israel would need to account for these and other social
variables. Various studies on prophecy—both brief and long—work toward
this end."

But a comprehensive focus on one phenomenon or theme also brings its
dangers. Recent thorough treatments of sacrifice have not dealt adequately
with purity; recent specialized analyses of ritual purity have ignored moral
purity. A fundamental claim of this project is that there is a distinct advantage
to trying to grasp an image of a broader scene, even if in widening the scope
one must be satisfied with a slightly less focused picture. On its own, this goal
justifies the attempt to make some generalizations concerning prophecy and
the cult. And there is a further reason for treating the prophetic critique of the
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cult as a general topic, one that is validated by the nature of the evidence we
are about to survey. The ostensible prophetic condemnation of contemporary
sacrificial practice has a remarkable resilience: passages condemning the cult
and giving priority to righteousness over sacrifice appear throughout the
prophetic corpus, in narrative and oracular texts, attributed to figures who
could be described as either central or peripheral, from various periods of
Israelite history, from the north and south.

One such denunciation of sacrificial practice is attributed to the early
prophet Samuel, in the later Deuteronomistic narrative of his condemnation of
Saul’s failure to eradicate the Amalekites: “has the Lord as great delight in
burnt offerings and sacrifices as in obeying the voice of the Lord? Surely to obey
is better than sacrifice, and to heed than the fat of rams” (1 Sam. 15:22—23). An
eighth-century B.c.E. prophet with a somewhat less tortured relationship to the
monarchy ostensibly uttered similar words: “what to me is the multitude of
your sacrifices? Says the Lord; I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams
and the fat of fed beasts; I do not delight in the blood of bulls, or of lambs, or of
goats” (Isa. 1:11). A seventh-century Judean successor declared: “your burnt
offerings are not acceptable, nor are your sacrifices pleasing to me” (Jer. 6:20).
The eighth-century northern prophet Hosea is said to have declared: “I desire
steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God rather than burnt of-
ferings” (Hos. 6:6). Hosea’s southern contemporary Amos is similarly reputed
to have said: “I hate, I despise your festivals, and I take no delight in your
solemn assemblies. Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and grain
offerings, I will not accept them. ... But let justice roll down like waters, and
righteousness like an unfailing stream” (Amos 5:21-24).

These and other passages like them—including Micah 6:6-8, Jeremiah
7:21-23, and Psalms 40:6—do indeed have their distinct concerns. It is no
coincidence that Samuel calls for obedience (v2%), while Amos calls for justice
(P18) and Hosea calls for steadfast love (7om).”° Each of these emphases re-
lates to the prophet’s concerns in the situation at hand: Saul’s disobedience as
perceived by the Deuteronomist; Israel’s social injustice as perceived by Amos;
and the people’s religious infidelity as perceived by Hosea. But clearly the
passages share a concern as well: the belief that, in the words of some later
sage, “the sacrifices of the wicked are an abomination to the Lord” (Prov. 15:8;
21:27). Taken as a whole, the passages have common features and themes.?’
Clearly, what we have here is a prophetic trope, one that deserves to be ana-
lyzed as such.

How can we make sense of this repeated condemnation of sacrifice in
particular? Did the prophets oppose the cult and reject sacrificial practice? One
way to approach this question is to note the limitations of Weber’s ideal types.
The most direct challenge to the Weberian dichotomy emerges from the fact
that many prophets were themselves priests, or at least actively engaged in
priestly and sacrificial acts.*” Jeremiah was descended from priests (Jer. 1:1), as
was Ezekiel (Ezek. 1:1-3). Prophetic heroes like Moses, Samuel, and Elijah are
remembered as actively performing sacrificial offerings (e.g., Exod. 24:4-8;
I Sam. 31, 7:10, 9:14; I Kgs. 18:30-39). It is sometimes surmised that
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Isaiah—whose call vision is situated in God’s sanctuary (Isa. 6:1—may have
been of priestly descent himself, though the evidence in this regard is certainly
inconclusive.”> Without any doubt later prophets such as Haggai, Zechariah,
and Malachi were actively involved in the restoration of sacrificial worship in
the early Second Temple period.?* Under the influence of Sigmund Mowinckel
(1884-1960), the designation “cultic prophet” has also been applied to addi-
tional biblical figures, including Nahum, Habbakuk, and Joel, among others.?
If prophetic activity could be cultic, and prophets themselves priestly, could
their rejection of sacrifice really have been complete?

But this argument does not solve the matter. There can be little doubt that
ancient Israelite reality was more complex than Weber’s ideal types might
suggest. Nonetheless, it cannot be denied that prophets repeatedly voiced op-
position to sacrificial practices, often at cult sites. The facts that some prophets
performed sacrifices and others were descended from priests do not eliminate
altogether the need to acknowledge that Amos (7:10-17), Micah (3:12; cf. Jer.
26:18-19), Jeremiah (7:1-15), and probably other prophets as well certainly
raised the ire of priests whom they encountered.

Another direct challenge to Weber’s dichotomy comes from the other
direction: if one looks in the right place (e.g., Lev. 19), one can easily find
within the priestly traditions ideas and ethics that cohere with the prophetic
message. We already have noted and discussed Mary Douglas’s work in re-
habilitating the scholarly attitude toward the priests: “one serious look at
Leviticus shows that there is no lineup of priest and prophet, and no conflict
between internal versus external religion, or justice versus ritual.”*® But we
still need to be careful: granted that priests too were just and good, was there
really then no dispute between them at all?

A different approach to our question is to identify aspects of the prophetic
books that seem to mitigate the claim that the prophets categorically rejected
sacrifice. There is truth to the often-repeated observation that the prophets do
not only raise objections to sacrifice: Amos objects to the Israelites’ festivals
(Amos 5:21), and Isaiah objects to their prayers (Isa. 1:14-15). Is it conceivable
that the prophets have categorically opposed all forms of worship? If they
didn’t oppose all prayer, could they really have opposed all sacrifice?®” Against
this argument one could note that it does not account for two related factors:
(1) sacrifice was the central official form of worship for ancient Israel; and
(2) the prophetic statements exhibit a particular focus on sacrifice, an interest
that is not fully explained by observing that the longer passages also include
references to festivals and prayer. Shorter condemnations focus exclusively on
sacrifice, and we find no one-line passages that oppose prayer to justice, or the
festivals to loving-kindness.

There is also some truth to another argument: a number of the prophets
envision temples and sacrifices in their eschatological visions.”® Isaiah and
Micah famously depict a future in which peoples of many nations would turn
their swords into plowshares and come to worship the Lord at the temple in
Jerusalem (Isa. 2:1—4; Mic. 4:1-5). Is it really conceivable that an exclusively
nonsacrificial form of worship is imagined here? Jeremiah speak more
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specifically of sacrifices in the future (Jer. 17:26, 33:17-18). If there is any doubt
about these figures, surely Ezekiel—to say nothing of the early Second Temple
cult prophets—approved of sacrifice both in theory and in practice.

But even this argument does not solve the problem. If anything, the fact
that some prophets speak of sacrifice in the future illustrates the broad,
complex nature of prophecy in general: prophecy, as Anderson reminds us,
“is not systematic theology.”* We surely cannot assume that all prophets
agreed on this point. After all, prophets didn’t argue only with priests: they
often disputed with other prophets (e.g., Jer. 18:18, and 28:1-17).>° With re-
gard to sacrifices, the prophets who speak explicitly in favor of contemporary
and future sacrificial practice are not those prophets whose works condemn
sacrificial practice most severely.

There is one factor that still cannot be overlooked: prophets were prone to
hyperbole.”’ What seems like a categorical rejection can probably be better
understood as a prioritization. The “not. .. but...” form appears, for instance,
in Proverbs &:10, which presents the following advice: “take my instruction,
not silver.” As Alexander Rofé helpfully points out, the sage here is not likely
to be advocating a categorical rejection of money.>” Rather, the verse states that
following divine teaching is better than pursuing wealth. While there is truth
to this point, it still doesn’t solve the problem entirely: are we to under-
stand that the priests and prophets had different priorities? If so, why, and
what were they?

Jacob Milgrom has suggested another argument in the attempt to miti-
gate the claim that the prophets categorically rejected all sacrifice. Milgrom’s
argument is focused in particular on Jeremiah 7:21-22 and Amos 5:22-25,
passages that deny that Israelites offered sacrifices in the wilderness. The
prophets in these passages speak of divine disinterest in the burnt offerings
and the well-being sacrifices in particular. As it happens, these two offerings
are juxtaposed in priestly traditions that concern voluntary offerings brought
by individuals (Lev. 17:8; 22:17-30). Milgrom therefore concludes that Amos
and Jeremiah “have nothing whatever to say concerning the fixed Temple
sacrifices such as the tamid [daily offering]. Rather they turn to the people and
urge them to renounce their individual offerings because this ritual piety is
vitiated by their immoral behavior.”*?

This argument is unconvincing. That Jeremiah’s emotional prose or
Amos’s parallelistic poetry should be interpreted in light of a limited and
technical priestly usage is highly unlikely. These passages do not come off
sounding nuanced or narrow in focus. On the whole, the prophets use a host of
sacrificial terms (compare Hos. 4:8); and some speak generally of the animals
being offered (e.g., Isa. 1:11, Mic. 6:7). Jeremiah himself elsewhere includes a
reference to frankincense in one of his cultic condemnations (Jer. 6:20). Given
that the incense altar was located in the inner parts of the sanctuary (Exod.
30:1-10, Lev. 4:7), the prophet cannot, by Milgrom’s own interpretation, be
speaking of individual offerings.** In most cases, the prophets probably utilize
any one or another combination of terms in order to connote the complex
system of sacrifice in general.> Moreover, it is important to keep in mind that



82 PURITY AND SACRIFICE IN BIBLICAL ISRAEL

both Amos (7:10-17) and Jeremiah (7:1-15, 26:1-24) uttered their condemna-
tions at public cult places, enraging local priests. This too suggests that the
prophets’ denunciation of cultic practice had an institutional focus.

So, then, how to explain the prophetic interest in condemning contem-
porary sacrificial practice? Perhaps the most common approach is to suggest in
some way that the prophets are not objecting to sacrifice per se but to cultic
abuse: sacrifice as performed in an inappropriate manner by unrighteous peo-
ple. This argument can actually take a few distinct forms, though often treat-
ments of the issue will incorporate both sides of the coin. One form of the
argument is put succinctly by de Vaux: “the prophets are opposed to the for-
malism of exterior worship when it has no corresponding interior dispositions
(Isa. 29:13).”%° The other is stated with equal economy by Heschel: “when
immorality prevails, worship is detestable.”?” The common denominator here
is that proper worship presupposes moral righteousness. The difference be-
tween the two formulations is whether the problem is individual or communal:
the distinction between exterior practice and interior motive is a personal prob-
lem; but if prevalent immorality renders sacrifice inefficacious, then even the
offering of a well-intentioned individual could be rejected in a sinful age. De-
spite this potential difference between the two arguments, many formulations
hover between the two, or incorporate both aspects in one way or another.*®

There is undoubtedly some substance to these approaches. Importantly,
these arguments go a long way toward breaking down Weber’s ideal types and
allow for the recognition that priests too may have had similar ethical concerns.
Nonetheless, one must recognize that Hendel and McKane have a point when
they suggest that contemporary ideas of religious piety have impacted the
discussion.>® If Weber and Wellhausen articulated an approach to prophecy
that was too close for comfort to their conservative Protestant backgrounds and
biases, then we must be equally on guard against the possibility that scholars
have articulated positions that are in line with contemporary Jewish, Catholic,
or Protestant perspectives. Certainly we should be suspicious when scholars—
anachronistically—insert into the discussion distinctions between ritual and
ethics, interiority and exteriority, or letter and spirit. That the ritual-versus-
ethics distinction cannot apply in full is readily apparent when one considers
that many prophets opposed idolatry and theological infidelity with great ve-
hemence. To sacrifice an animal to Baal is a ritual crime, not a moral one.*° It
is equally evident that distinctions of interiority versus exteriority, or of letter
versus spirit, are foreign to the concerns of ancient Israelite prophets. The
prophets speak primarily against external behaviors performed by groups of
people: they despised the external unrighteousness of the many, and there-
fore rejected the external sacrifices of all. Part of what we find here—when
the question is phrased in terms of individual, internal dispositions—is that the
scholarly dispute on Israelite ritual has become the arena for contemporary
theological disputes on the place of ritual and morality. In all too many cases,
one finds that scholars understand the prophets to express precisely what one
can easily recognize as a contemporary religious attitude to the question of
ethics and ritual.*!
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There is another problem with these approaches, one that brings us closer
to our concerns. To suggest that the prophets rejected the cult because they
presupposed proper intention or a certain moral disposition is to suggest either
that the priests did not make any such presuppositions or that there was no
substantial dispute between the priests and the prophets on this matter. If we
incline toward minimizing the dichotomy, then what Hendel and McKane
have argued comes back to haunt us: why all this prophetic fuss if there was no
substance to the dispute? If we incline toward resurrecting the dichotomy, then
we are only a few steps away from the old, biased, evolutionist, antipriestly
perspectives that I have been arguing against all along. Would the priests have
thought it was acceptable to offer sacrifices while committing transgressions?

How then can we make progress in accounting for the prophetic critique
of Israel’s cultic practice? Is the situation hopeless—is it simply impossible to
answer the question without “overstepping the proper limits of criticism?”’*?
While we can hardly avoid bias altogether, we can make some progress if we
avoid using anachronistic theological distinctions. A more significant step can
be taken if we recognize the problematic and biased nature of some of the
scholarly terminology frequently used with reference to priests and prophets.
If indeed sacrifice in particular, and ritual in general, can be understood as
symbolic action—as I argued in the previous chapter—then it becomes all the
more interesting to note that many thematic discussions of prophecy in bib-
lical Israel point out that the prophets were wont to perform “symbolic acts” in
order to dramatize and illustrate their message to the Israelite people.*’ It
suffices for our concerns to note only a few of the more famous actions: Hosea
marrying a prostitute to symbolize Israel’s infidelity (Hos. 1:2); Isaiah walking
barefoot and naked to symbolize Egypt’s impending doom (Isa. 20:1-6); Jer-
emiah wearing a yoke to symbolize God’s desire for the nations to submit to
Babylon (Jer. 277:1-15). What is seldom appreciated in the context of this theme
is that the very existence of this phenomenon proves that the prophets were
aware of and sympathetic to symbolic behavior. By referring to the prophets’
behavior as “symbolic action” while dryly describing cultic behavior as “ritual,”
scholars force a divide between, and prevent a comparison of, two phenomena
that are not altogether different. But surely, Weber might object, there is a
difference between a passionate, spontaneous, individual symbolic act and
a communal cultic one. To counter that argument, one must remember that
Hosea married a prostitute (Hos. 1:2)—possibly two (Hos. 3:1-3)—and re-
mained so married for some time. Isaiah, it is said, walked naked and bare-
foot for three years (Isa. 20:3). Jeremiah must have worn that yoke for some time
as well (Jer. 28:10). The historicity of such claims is not my concern; I simply
call attention to the fact that one can safely wonder whether all symbolic
actions were truly spontaneous or free of regulation.** A repeated symbolic
action is hardly all that different from a ritual. This suggests to me that it is
indeed unlikely that prophets categorically opposed ritual in general or even
sacrifice in particular. The suggestion that the prophets opposed sacrifice be-
cause they denied the efficacy of ritual really makes them out to be the hyp-
ocrites that the priests are commonly assumed to have been: how could the
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prophets believe in the efficacy of their own symbols but deny efficacy to ritual?
The prophets did not, it must be clear, oppose ritual as such. The question is
why they were dissatisfied with the practice of sacrifice as they knew it.

This is the challenge: to try to understand the prophetic critique, in terms
that are neither entirely anachronistic nor unduly aligned with contemporary
theological positions. What is more, an equal part of the challenge is com-
ing to terms with these passages in such a way that one can at the same time
make good sense of both the prophets and the priests. We must reject out of
hand explanations that make the priests into immoral mechanists, and we
must equally reject explanations that leave one thinking that the priests and the
prophets were never in any real conflict at all—just some simple misunder-
standing or slight shift in emphasis. We also do well to keep in mind the advice
of H. H. Rowley: “‘to think of prophets only in terms of the best and priests only
in terms of the worst is unwise. There were good prophets and good priests,
and while there was undoubtedly a difference of emphasis between them, they
were all exponents of the same religion.”*’

Priests, Prophets, Sacrifice, and Theft

Some further reflection on the nature of sacrificial ritual may help to under-
stand better the nature of the prophetic critique. Whether we focus on sacrifice
as gift, as communion, as expiation—or in the ways I suggested in the previous
chapter—sacrifice nonetheless involves at least in part the transfer of property
from layperson to priest, and from priest to God. Fundamental to the proper
workings of such a system, then, is due ownership of what is offered. For how
can a gift be a true expression of anything if what is given was stolen in the first
place? The significance of this question is, unfortunately, rarely recognized.
Among the theorists, Marcel Mauss’s contribution stands out as one of the
few to treat sacrifice as it relates to issues of property and ownership.*® But
Mauss’s treatment of theft is all too brief, and no one, to my knowledge, has
followed through with the agenda he lays out with regard to the issues of our
concern. In the current climate, theorists under the influence of René Girard
and Walter Burkert seem to be too concerned with the origins of sacrifice to
give the practical concerns of developed sacrificial systems enough attention.
Among the biblical exegetes, the issue of ownership has been noted by, among
others, James Barr, Roland de Vaux, and Jacob Milgrom.*” All three have
emphasized that biblical regulations presuppose that one owns what one
sacrifices—but a sustained treatment is wanting.*® Even recent attempts at
examining the nexus between sacrifice and economics in ancient Judaism*’ do
not address this issue: what happens when what is given to the deity was itself
stolen from someone else? As important as this idea may be to an under-
standing of sacrifice, we address the issue in this section because it is funda-
mental to understanding the prophetic critique.

The biblical evidence regarding the potential impact of theft on the sac-
rificial system is complex and varied. We should not necessarily expect that
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priests and prophets, wise men and royal historians would agree fully on such
matters. Nonetheless, we find a rather surprising consistency of concern with
the problem of sacrificing stolen goods.

Within the priestly material, a number of regulations imply that proper
sacrificial worship presupposes proper ownership of what is being offered.
First, sacrifices in ancient Israel are to come from domesticated animals and
grains (Lev. 1:2, 10, 14; 21, 4, 5). Of course, domesticated animals and grains—
which are reared by people—can be properly owned while they are still liv-
ing, as opposed to fish and game, which can only be duly owned once they
are dead. As Milgrom and Barr have suggested, the exclusion of fish and
game from the sacrifices of ancient Israel may well go hand in hand with
ancient Israel’s emphasis on sacrifice as a gift, of something properly owned,
to God.*>°

A second way in which the priestly traditions may imply that proper sac-
rifice presupposes proper ownership is through the rite of laying a hand on the
sacrificial offering. According to Leviticus 1:4 (cf. 3:2, 8, 13; 4:4, 24, 29), indi-
viduals bringing sacrifices must lay a single hand on the sacrifices they bring.
Interpreters commonly assimilate this practice to those rites that require the
placement of two hands on the offering, as specified in Leviticus 16:21 (cf.
24:10, Num. 27:18, 23, Deut. 34:9). For some interpreters, all of the hand-
laying rites are then taken as connoting some notion of transfer, as when the
sins are transferred onto the scapegoat in Leviticus 16:21.>" Other interpreters
view all of these rites as representing substitutions: just as the goat is substi-
tuted for Israel in Leviticus 16, so too the animal is substituted for the offerer in
Leviticus 1.°% Rolf P. Knierim suggests that the rite is “a distinct act by which
the animal is officially surrendered to its subsequent sacrificial death.”>* David
P. Wright, however, has argued that the rite of laying a single hand on the
sacrifice in Leviticus 1 needs to be distinguished from the rite of laying two
hands on the sacrifice in Leviticus 16.°* Drawing on biblical and ancient Near
Eastern sources, Wright argues that the two-handed rite conveys a notion of
designation, as in the case when the high priest selects the scapegoat (Lev.
16:21) or as when Moses appoints Joshua as his successor (Num. 27:18, 23,
Deut. 34:9; cf. Lev. 24:14). Since Aaron does not himself embody evil, the
placement of his hands on the scapegoat in Leviticus 16 cannot be understood
as an act of transfer.” According to Wright, while the laying of two hands
connotes designation, the laying of a single hand conveys the notion of owner-
ship. The rite is not intended to express some abstract identification between
the offerer and the offering—it is not intended to say ‘“This offering represents
me.” Rather, the statement is more concrete and practical. The offerer puts his
single hand on the offering to state: “This offering is mine.”*®

A third way in which the priestly traditions presuppose proper ownership
is the fact that property crimes of various types constitute one of the few
realms of moral transgression for which sacrificial remedies are explicitly
provided in Leviticus (5:20—26). The priestly traditions’ selective interest in
property crimes suggests that the issue was of particular significance to the
sacrificial system.®’
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The effect of this evidence from the priestly traditions is cumulative: there
seems to be a sustained concern with proper ownership of sacrificial offerings.
In order to find clear and explicit treatments of this theme, however, we must
look beyond the priestly traditions. We find the clearest evidence for the con-
cern with properly owned sacrifices in two vital narratives of the Deuter-
onomistic history. Each of these narratives, interestingly enough, addresses the
shortcomings of a monarch: Saul in the first instance, David in the second.

When Saul is sent out to destroy the Amalekites and all that was theirs
(r Sam. 15:2-3), he spares King Agag and the best of the sheep and cattle
(1 Sam. 15:8—9). The prophet Samuel confronts Saul, who then claims that the
animals were spared by the Israelites in order to sacrifice them (15:15). This
excuse brings on the aforementioned well-known harangue “Has the Lord as
great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as in obeying the voice of the
Lord?” (15:22—23). Many interpreters of this passage highlight “the long tra-
dition of prophetic attack on hollow cultic practice.”*® But this interpretation
overlooks an essential point. Samuel’s outburst appears in a context in which
Saul has proposed to “sacrifice” to God goods that were supposed to be
banned and certainly do not belong to the king. According to the narrative,
God wanted these animals destroyed; how can such refuse ever constitute a
proper gift?

If this were an isolated incident in the Deuteronomistic history, this
reading of it could easily be called into question. It happens, however, that what
we find implied in the narrative of Saul’s rejection is explicitly stated in another
tradition concerning Israel’s next monarch. Following David’s ill-advised
census of the Israelites, David is told to set up an altar on the threshing floor
of Araunah the Jebusite (2 Sam. 24:18; cf. 1 Chron. 21:18). When the kindly
Araunah (called Ornan in 1 Chron. 21) offers David both the site and oxen
to sacrifice, David protests: “no, I will buy them from you at a price. I cannot
sacrifice to the Lord my God burnt offerings that have cost me nothing” (2 Sam.
24:24; 1 Chron. 21:24). If what’s given to you constitutes an inappropriate
offering to God, how much more so what is stolen!

In the prophetic literature we find the most explicit and powerful con-
demnation of the practice of sacrificing to God materiel that has been acquired
through immoral means. It is precisely this element of the prophetic critique
that is too often missed. The bulk of Amos’s famous condemnation of the
Israelites focuses on economic transgressions: “they sell the righteous for
silver, and the poor for a pair of sandals” (2:6). The prophet then highlights
the fact that economic sin spoils sacrificial worship (2:8):

They lay themselves down beside every altar
on garments taken in pledge

and in the house of their God they drink
wine bought with fines they imposed.

The power of the image conjured by Amos is the irony of the wealthy Israelites
worshiping God with goods stolen from the poor. In a more straightforward
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way, the same concern is articulated in Isaiah 61:8: “for I the Lord love justice;
I hate robbery with a burnt offering (M51wa 5m).”>°

An extended passage from the late prophet known as Malachi may also
address some of these concerns. The prophet describes various scenarios in
which priests present unfit offerings to the Lord. The priests—who are ac-
cused of despising God’s name (1:6)—make a practice of offering as sacrifices
animals that are lame, sick, blind (1:8), or even stolen (1:13). These are of-
ferings that even the Persian governor would reject, let alone God (1:8). In
response to this, the prophet presents God’s retort: “if only you would lock the
doors, so that you would not kindle fire on my altar at no cost (Ri)!” The
common translation—*in vain” or “useless”**—misses what I understand to
be the proper connotation (and an equally attested meaning) of the Hebrew
word in question: the fact that the sacrifices described have no value or cost to
the person offering them. The term—*“without cost”—is the same word used
in 2 Samuel 24:24, quoted above. This meaning also explains better the
various aspects of what the prophet is complaining against: the sacrifices
brought are offerings that have little inherent value (1:8, 13), little real value to
the offerer (because they were stolen; 1:13), or less value than that which the
offerer originally promised to bring (1:14). They are all offerings brought
without due cost, and they are all offerings that God finds detestable.

All too often, scholars approach these passages—and prophetic literature
in general—with the assumption that sacrifice and ethics are distinct matters,
with one evaluated negatively and the other positively. Others may assume
that ritual sacrifice is rejected because it is an improper or ineffective way to
atone for ethical sins such as theft. Yet it is important to note that a number
of the classic statements erroneously taken as “rejections of sacrifice” are in
context juxtaposed with expressions of concern over the economic exploitation
of the poor (Amos 5:23 is preceded by Amos 5:10-11; Isa. 1:11-15 is followed by
1:17; Jer. 6:20 is preceded by 6:13). This raises the strong possibility that these
passages too can be understood similarly: the prophets’ “rejection” of sacri-
fice was deeply connected to their belief that Israel was economically rotten to
the core.

What the foregoing survey demonstrates—albeit briefly—is that when it
comes to sacrifice, ethics and rituals are intricately and inherently connected.
Indeed, when we take the issue of ownership into consideration, the dichotomy
between ethics and ritual collapses. The sources surveyed above point to the
conclusion that for Israelite priests, prophets, and court historians, improper
ethics render ritual sacrifice ineffectual, not because God doesn’t like the idea of
sinners atoning through ritual, and not because God would simply prefer to
dispense with the ritual in the hopes that the people would simply seek righ-
teousness apart from the cult. The objection to sacrifice rests the assumption
that God detests the facts of the situation at hand. One who has taken unjustly
from the poor cannot properly give anything, and therefore the “sacrifice” of-
fered by such a person is anathema.

Precisely this perspective is articulated in the often-quoted passages from
Proverbs that condemn as “abominations” the offerings of the wicked (15:8;
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21:27). These are the closest we come in the Hebrew Bible to any statement
concerning the ritual status of such sacrifices: as “abominations,” these sac-
rifices are morally offensive, and ritually deficient as well. These statements
are, however, imprecise in and of themselves. What precisely happens if such
an abomination were brought into the temple? Would the offering be con-
sidered as if it were physically blemished (Lev. 1:3; cf. Ben Sira 34:21)? Would
the temple be defiled in any way? While the biblical passages remain am-
biguous, we will see in part II that Jews of later periods struggled to answer
the questions left hanging here. Of course, all will continue to agree that it is
improper to sacrifice stolen goods; but only some will reach the conclusion
that tainted offerings were not only improper but defiling. We have no reason
to suppose there was a dispute over this particular matter in the days of the
prophets, but it is possible—even likely—that priests and prophets didn’t see
eye to eye on all matters pertaining to the ownership of sacrifices. Even if, as I
have argued, priests and prophets agreed in principle that one should not
sacrifice stolen goods, there remains room for disagreement on: (1) the defi-
nition of theft, and (2) the way one deals with the concern.

We noted above that the priestly texts do imply that sacrifice presupposes
proper ownership. But there is a striking difference between what is implied in
priestly texts and what is stated all too clearly in prophetic ones. Exaggeration,
as we have already observed, is a key characteristic of prophetic outbursts. Who
wasn’t a thief in Amos’s conception of things? The prophets presume all to be
guilty of—or at least culpable for—the crimes they find in their society.®! Is it
not possible that the priestly cult as envisioned in Leviticus operated, if not on a
presumption of innocence, at least on a different (and lesser) presumption of
guilt? Perhaps priests believed—in principle—that the referent “thief” should
be used more sparingly than the prophets were wont to do.

We also can assume that prophets and priests would have dealt with the
problem of theft differently. The prophets find guilt everywhere and therefore
preach wrath to, and call for atonement from, everyone. Of course the priests
did not envision all as innocent; that is why the cultic traditions implement
rituals of atonement. The rituals of Leviticus, however, approach this question
differently: a balance is struck between communal atonement (esp. Lev. 106)
and personal atonement (Lev. 4-5). Some time ago, the idea of atonement by
rituals of sacrifice was rather unpopular—indeed, this was an essential aspect
of Wellhausen’s assault on priesthood and cult.” A number of subsequent
writers have stepped away from Wellhausen’s stark assessment, presenting
more sympathetic and nuanced understanding of the ways sacrifice effects
atonement in ancient Israel.”> Here, too, we have an inescapable religious
debate: some (Protestants, liberal-modernist Jews) may be uncomfortable with
fixed rituals of atonement; others (Catholics, more traditional Jews) may insist
that such things are right and necessary. Surely, the priests believed in the
efficacy of the atonement rituals their texts preached. Just as likely, they
believed that it was right and proper to bring sinners to the sanctuary—not
to defile it, or to offer stolen goods—but to effect atonement and, hopefully,
bring about a change in behavior. But the only way this can be done is to allow



RETHINKING THE PROPHETIC CRITIQUE 89

also for the possibility that one offering or another now and then might just be
tainted by the sins previously committed by the person now wishing to atone.

We cannot here enter a full discussion of these matters—but we can
observe that once the question concerning ownership of sacrifices is raised,
more than one principled answer can be offered, especially if the question is
pushed to the extreme. Some may want to advocate that any theft or economic
wrongdoing could threaten to bring down the entire system (e.g., Amos). This
could lead either to a rejection of current sacrificial practice or to a prediction
of doom for the places where that practice occurs (as we will see momentarily).
A more limited view, one that allows for sacrificial restitution and individual
atonement, can also be imagined. The priestly desire to keep the central reli-
gious institutions open and operative may not have been motivated exclusively
by desire for personal gain. The cultic allowance for personal acts of atonement
at the sanctuary, by sinners, can also be understood as an ethical position.

Jeremiah’s Temple Sermon: Institution as Symbol

The book of Jeremiah is a complex compilation of poetry and prose, prophecy
and narrative.”* Those who are at all familiar with the book will not be sur-
prised that what scholars refer to as the temple sermon is recorded not once
but twice. The reader first encounters the temple sermon in Jeremiah 7:1-15,
with minimal narrative context: the prophet is simply told to go to the house
of the Lord and to proclaim divine judgment there (7:2). The reader finds the
expanded narrative—along with a summarized version of the sermon—in
Jeremiah 26:1-24 (in the Greek versions, the narrative appears in chapter
33).°> The sermon is perhaps best known for the fact that the prophet’s
condemnation of the temple as a “den of robbers” (Jer. 7:11) was, according to
the New Testament, quoted by Jesus in his condemnation of the temple (e.g.,
Mark 11:17). But our analysis here is motivated primarily by fact that the
traditions concerning Jeremiah’s sermon provide opportunity for further re-
flection on the nature of the prophetic critique of sacrifice.

According to Jeremiah 26:1, the prophet was summoned to deliver his
sermon at the beginning of the reign of King Jehoiakim (Josiah’s son); fol-
lowing scholarly convention for dating the Israelite kings, the sermon would
therefore have occurred sometime around 609 B.c.E. To be sure, there are
very good reasons to question whether Jeremiah 7:1-15 accurately records the
words of the prophet and whether Jeremiah 26:1-24 accurately provides their
setting. Of course, the stylistic differences between the prose sermon and the
poetic oracles contained elsewhere in Jeremiah 1-25 provide one cause for
concern.®® The powerful Deuteronomistic influences on both chapters provide
another.®” The curious, and possibly crucial, role played by Jeremiah’s scribe
Baruch (Jer. 36:4, 43:3; 45:1—5) in shaping the book we have—or at least parts
of it—provides yet a third source of concern.®® Obviously, the more the story is
shaped to fit a later perspective, the less likely it is that some historical event
has been accurately recorded. Yet a number of scholars are less skeptical of
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the historicity and authenticity of the temple sermon.®® In truth, it matters very
little for our purposes whether or not Jeremiah 7:1-15 accurately preserves the
prophet’s speech or whether Jeremiah 26:1-24 records its true historical
context. I am satisfied to analyze and comment on the sources as we have
them, and to assume that we learn, at the very least, something about the ways
the prophetic tradition remembers Jeremiah’s condemnation of, and conflict
with, some of his cultic contemporaries. Even so, as we examine closely the
sermon and its narrative, we will note a few aspects of these traditions that
challenge the view that these passages are fully Deuteronomistic. The purpose,
however, is not to argue for the historicity of the sermon but simply to un-
derstand it better.

The longer version of Jeremiah’s sermon begins with a call to repentance
(7:3), followed by a warning not to believe the deceptive words: “the temple
of the Lord, the temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord” (7:4). Apparently,
we have here a reference to the people’s belief in the inviolability of Zion, as
expressed, for example, in Psalms 46 and 48: because God dwells in the
sanctuary, it cannot be conquered or destroyed (cf. Jer. 14:13).”° The para-
graphs that follow amplify this theme: the people are called again to repent
(7:5), and they are assured that if they do what is right and good, then the Lord
will indeed dwell among them (7:6—7).”" Following another reference to the
people’s belief in deception (7:8), the prophet declares:

(9) will you steal, murder, commit adultery, swear falsely, make
offerings to Baal, and go after other gods that you have not known,
(z0) and then come and stand before me in this house, which is called
by my name, and say, “We are safel”—only to go on doing all these
abominations? (11) Has this house, which is called by my name,
become a den of robbers in your sight? You know, I too am watching,
says the Lord. (12) Go now to my place that was in Shiloh, where

I made my name dwell at first, and see what I did to it for the
wickedness of my people Israel. (13) And now, because you have done
all these things, says the Lord, and when I spoke to you persistently,
you did not listen, and when I called you, you did not answer,

(14) therefore I will do to the house that is called by my name, in
which you trust...just what I did to Shiloh.

The prophet’s comparing the present temple to the destroyed cult place of
Shiloh (1 Sam. 4-6; Ps. 78:56—72) is certainly jarring. Far from being invio-
lable, Zion will be destroyed for the people’s sins just as Shiloh was.

It is precisely the prophet’s similar declaration in 26:6—“I will make this
house like Shiloh, and I will make this city a curse”’—that brings about the
events told in that chapter. According to the narrative, Jeremiah’s preaching
against the temple and capital city meets with objections from the priests,
prophets, and all others who are there listening (26:7-9). Since the people
believe it a capital offense to speak such treasonous words, a trial ensues
(26:10-19). The hearing is finally resolved in Jeremiah’s favor when the
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officials and people remember the precedent of the prophet Micah, who a
century before similarly spoke dire words against Jerusalem (26:18, quoting
Mic. 3:12).”” Jeremiah is let go. But we are then told of another, less fortunate
prophet named Uriah, who similarly spoke against Jerusalem and its temple.
Unlike Jeremiah—who enjoyed the protection of Ahikam, son of Shaphan
(26:24, see also 2 Kgs. 22:12-13)—this prophet was killed (Jer. 26:20-23).
Apparently, precedent meant more when one had powerful patrons.

It is surely significant that the temple sermon, in its longer version (7:
1-15), is situated in a context in which we find passages that are not unlike
Hosea 6:6 in their apparent condemnation of the people’s sacrifices (Jer. 6:20,
7:21-22). This strongly suggests that, at least on a redactional level, Jeremiah’s
ostensible rejections of sacrifice are to be understood in ways spelled out here:
God does not reject sacrifice per se; God rejects the people’s presumption that
the temple and its service can be taken for granted. If scholars are correct in
assuming that Jeremiah argues here with those who believe in the inviolability
of Zion, we should keep in mind that this doctrine—correct or not—is rooted
in a number of ancient theological traditions that manifest themselves in the
symbolism of the temple and its ritual. The temple is God’s abode, the sacri-
fices are divine service; the sanctuary complex represents the cosmos, and what
takes place there involves imitatio Dei.”* Jeremiah accepts all of this—except
that he insists on the conditional, covenantal aspect of God’s relationship with
Israel.”* If Israel violates that relationship—by committing theft, idolatry,
sexual sin, and murder (7:9)—then the temple and the sacrifice that is per-
formed there will be of no avail. For Jeremiah, the rejection of sacrifice (6:20)
must be closely related to his warning that the temple would be destroyed
(7:1-15).7

A second important aspect of these traditions is that Jeremiah gives
prominence to the problem of theft. He famously refers to the sanctuary as a
“den of robbers” (7:11), but even more striking is the juxtaposition of theft with
more severe crimes in 7:9-10: “will you steal, murder, commit adultery, swear
falsely, make offerings to Baal, and go after other gods that you have not
known, and then come and stand before me in this house?”” Of course, other
traditions juxtapose theft and murder (e.g., Exod. 20; Deut. 5). But this case
includes a distinct emphasis on stealing. Theft—and no other lighter crimes—
is immediately juxtaposed with the severest of sins (idolatry, sexual trans-
gression, and murder). Moreover, theft is referred to twice in three sentences.
This may add further confirmation to the case made above: theft poses a
particular problem for all those concerned with sacrifice in general (cf. Jer.
6:13, 20). The prophets’ rejections of sacrifice are connected to their belief
that economic transgressions render sacrificial offerings not just invalid but
offensive.

A third realm of significance for our purposes emerges from a brief
consideration of the traditions’ relationship to Deuteronomistic concerns.”®
We have already noted that Deuteronomistic language and ideas appear
throughout these passages. The prophet’s call to care for the widow, orphan,
and stranger (7:6) recalls Deuteronomic advice (Deut. 10:18, 27:19). The
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prophet’s concern with the place where God’s name dwells (Jer. 7:11, 12, 14)
likewise recalls a frequent Deuteronomic concern (Deut. 12:14). Moreover, the
conditional, covenantal theology expressed in the sermon coheres with what
we find frequently in the fifth book of the Torah (Deut. 4:1-14; 6:1-15, etc.).”
But several aspects of these traditions do not cohere so well with Deuteron-
omy. The aforementioned explicit references to the dwelling of God’s name
are balanced by passages that seem to speak more plainly of God’s presence in
the sanctuary (7:3, 7). These references to God dwelling in the sanctuary (if
that is, indeed, how we are to understand 7:3 and 7) recall priestly discussions
of the matter (e.g., Exod. 25:8).

It is also curious that the prophet’s memory of Shiloh’s destruction does
not match perfectly with the Deuteronomistic telling of that event. In 1
Samuel, the Philistine defeat of the Israelites and the capture of the ark are
explicitly blamed on the sinfulness of Eli’s sons, priestly scoundrels who took
for themselves the best of what the people had given to God (1 Sam. 2:12-17,
27-306). Jeremiah, however, is not remembered as having directed any blame
for this event on any particular line of priests. Of course, it is surely significant
that Jeremiah—as a priest from Anathot (Jer. 1:1; 32:1—4)—was apparently
descended from the remnants of Eli’s priestly line (1 Sam. 2:36; 1 Sam. 22:
18-23; 1 Kgs. 2:26-27). In placing blame for Shiloh’s fall on the people of
Israel (as opposed to the sons of Eli) Jeremiah’s temple sermon echoes not the
Deuteronomistic tradition, but an alternative narrative, preserved in Psalms
78:56—72:

(56) Yet they [the people of Israel] tested the Most High God,
and rebelled against him.
They did not observe his decrees. . ..
(59) When God heard, he was full of wrath,
and he utterly rejected Israel.
(60) He abandoned his dwelling at Shiloh,
the tent where he dwelt among mortals,
(61) and delivered his power to captivity,
his glory to the hand of the foe.

Asin Psalm 78, the prophet blames Shiloh’s fall not on the guilt of Eli’s sons but
on the sins of the nation as a whole. It is reasonable to believe that priests—
especially those related to Eli’s descendants—might have found this interpre-
tation of the events more congenial than the Deuteronomistic tradition.

The concerns of the temple sermon diverge from distinctly Deuterono-
mistic ideas in a third way, moving again toward concerns that can safely be
attributed to priestly circles. The prophet’s attitude toward sin and its effect on
the sanctuary reflects the notion of moral defilement, whereby grave sin—
idolatry, sexual transgression, and bloodshed—defiles both the sanctuary and
land, leading to God’s withdrawal from the sanctuary and Israel’s exile from
the land. Although we do not find explicit reference to the defilement of the
sanctuary here, the three cardinal sources of moral defilement are mentioned
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(7:9, along with theft) and referred to as abominations (7:10). What is more,
the sermon rehearses some essential outcomes of moral impurity: the sanc-
tuary is rendered useless (7:11), destined for destruction (7:14), and the people
are to be exiled (7:15). Significantly, what is missing here—explicit reference
to the defiling nature of the crimes at hand—appears elsewhere in Jeremiah.
The land is defiled by adultery (3:1-2, 9; cf. Deut. 24:1-4; Num. 35:33) and
idolatry (Jer. 2:7); the latter defiles the sanctuary as well (7:30; cf. 19:13, 32:34).
The people have defiled themselves in much the same way (2:23).

One aspect of what we observed in the previous chapter bears repeating
here. According to the Priestly strand and the Holiness Code, moral defile-
ment threatens what is supposed to result from the proper performance of
sacrificial ritual. In the absence of grave sin, the regular and proper perfor-
mance of sacrificial service attracts and maintains the dwelling of the divine
presence in the sanctuary. Moral defilement—brought about by actions God
finds utterly repugnant—threatens to undo this state of affairs. It stands to
reason that in the presence of grave sin, sacrifice is no longer adequate to the
task of attracting and maintaining the divine presence among the people of
Israel. The notion that moral defilement affects the sanctuary is predicated on
the idea that the temple is the locale for the divine-human encounter, and
therefore the symbol of the divine-human relationship. Sin, by leaving its
stain on the sanctuary, becomes the moral barometer of the people of Israel.”®
Needless to say, this barometer operates by evaluating the moral status of the
community as a whole, not the status of individual worshipers.”” An important
aspect of understanding the prophetic critique in general—and Jeremiah'’s
temple sermon in particular—is to appreciate that when prophets speak of
the futility of the temple or its cult, they are not necessarily criticizing ritual
as much as they are evaluating the current state of Israel’s relationship to
God.*

This survey is not meant to argue that we can situate Jeremiah among the
priests of his day—surely Jeremiah was in conflict with priests, as he was in
conflict with prophets and many others.®' But it is equally important to rec-
ognize that much of what we find here—including, significantly, the condi-
tionality of the dwelling of the divine presence and the problem posed to the
sanctuary by grave sin—are issues that are not distinctively Deuteronomistic.
Nor are they perspectives that can be seen as inherently anticultic or anti-
priestly.®” Indeed, the traditions we have examined here are roughly com-
mensurate with the traditions we examined in the previous chapter, even if we
cannot fully identify Jeremiah’s sermon with the (presumably) priestly un-
derstanding of moral defilement. The Holiness Code—in that it allows for and
is worried about the potential defilement of the land and sanctuary by sin—
contains within it the seeds of the temple sermon’s rejection of a sin-infested
cult and morally defiled temple. Moreover, the articulation of the notion of
moral defilement in priestly traditions demonstrates that priests (at some
point) also rejected the doctrine of Zion’s inviolability, just like the prophet
who is remembered for delivering a sermon in the temple precincts in the
early days of the reign of King Jehoiakim.
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Ezekiel: The Prophetic Critique in Transformation

In this final section, we consider the attitude toward the temple cult expressed
in the prophetic writings attributed to the prophet Ezekiel. In this section, too,
the analysis is motivated by a desire not only to survey the prophets’ stance
toward the cult, but also to lay the groundwork for later chapters. We will soon
see (in chapter 5) that the book of Ezekiel had a tremendous impact upon
many ancient Jews, particularly some groups that articulated rejections of the
Second Temple (including the sectarians at Qumran). In this section, how-
ever, we focus on the book of Ezekiel, and the attitude it expressed toward the
sacrificial cult of its day.

Little doubt exists that the book of Ezekiel has developed since the time
the historical prophet walked on Babylonian soil.** Different versions of the
book are extant, and there are some good reasons to suspect the work of later
editors, especially in the last nine chapters.** Of course—as is the case with
Jeremiah—there are scholars who defend not only the literary unity of the
book but its essential historicity as well.*> Some even continue to maintain a
connection between the historical prophet and the later chapters of the pro-
phetic book.*® Again, these issues are not of the utmost importance for our
concern here, which is to comment on the book of Ezekiel’s contribution to
the prophetic stance toward the cult.

We should not expect to find in the present book of Ezekiel any passages
quite along the lines of those we have examined already. After all, Ezekiel
obviously did not reject the cult: this priest in exile (Ezek. 1:1-3) ostensibly had
an elaborate vision of how the temple would eventually be rebuilt, and how its
priests would perform animal sacrifice (Ezek. 40—48). But we will see that
Ezekiel has critical things to say about the temple as he knew it, and not only
because the Israelites were sinful. Thus we will observe in Ezekiel a critique of
the cult of his day, subtly expressed, that is qualitatively different from what
we have seen before. It is also significant that some of this criticism is ex-
pressed in passages that could easily be mistaken for priestly literature. In-
deed, if any figure calls into question Weber’s dichotomy, it is Ezekiel. The
case for whether a figure like Habakkuk was a cult prophet is surely debatable.
But the case for Ezekiel is all but closed, unless one seeks to deny the au-
thenticity of all of Ezekiel’s cultic aspects.®” Yet as Marvin Sweeney correctly
observes, the effort to take the priest out of the prophet Ezekiel is motivated by
an all-too-religious adherence to Weber’s dichotomy.*®

The connections between Ezekiel and the priesthood—or, better, between
the prophetic book and priestly traditions—are extensive, well documented,
and undeniable.*® According to the superscription (Ezek. 1:3), Ezekiel himself
was a priest—and there is little in the book to question that fact. Ezekiel’s
interest in cultic matters runs deep—from his detailed description of sin in
the temple (8:1-11:25) to his comprehensive depiction of the temple to come in
the last nine chapters. Just as the priestly traditions exhibit a distinct interest
in the divine presence, so too Ezekiel concerns himself with the comings and
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goings of God’s “glory” (e.g., 8:6). There is also, importantly, an undeni-
able link between Ezekiel and the Holiness Code.’® This is most apparent in
the fact that we find in Ezekiel a sustained interest in the notion of moral
defilement. Like the Holiness Code, Ezekiel exhibits a particular interest in
Israel’s “abominable” sins of idolatry (8:9—18), bloodshed (11:6-7), and sexual
transgression (22:10). These transgressions have a defiling impact on the
sanctuary (5:11) and the land (36:17), leading to the departure of God’s “glory”
(8:6, 11:22-23) and the exile of the people from their land (11:9-10).

But perhaps the most priestly of passages in Ezekiel is the prophet’s vision
of the future temple. No doubt the thoroughgoing interest in the temple, its
service, and priestly prerogatives appears distinctly P-like in style, form, and
content.’’ Indeed, those who endeavor to isolate the date of the priestly tra-
ditions usually base their argument in part on the date of these chapters.
Wellhausen, for instance, predicated his late dating for the priestly traditions in
part on his assumption that Ezekiel must precede them.’> Kaufmann, on the
other hand, turned this argument on its head, dating P based in part on the
assumption that P must precede Ezekiel.”® I have already expressed my avowed
disinterest in solving such questions—and my equally avowed suspicion that
such questions can be duly answered without articulating an evolutionist
view of Israelite religion. There is, however, an important aspect of these
approaches that impacts on our concerns: if one can postulate a development
from the Priestly strand to Ezekiel (or vice versa), one has also identified a
divergence, be it slight or significant, between Ezekiel and the Priestly strand.
How, then, are we to understand the divergence between Ezekiel 40—48 and
the priestly traditions?

There was a time when chapters 40-48 of Ezekiel were not among the
well-studied portions of this prophetic book.”* Fortunately, however, that is no
longer the case. Studies by Moshe Greenberg, Jon D. Levenson, Kalinda Rose
Stevenson, and Jonathan Z. Smith (to name a few) are now readily accessi-
ble and facilitate a sustained comparison between the prophet’s vision of the
temple’s future and the priestly remembrance of the tabernacle’s past.”® As
has been frequently noted, Ezekiel’s vision and the priestly tradition differ in
no small respect. In general, Ezekiel articulates rules that are stricter than
their priestly counterparts. For instance, compared with priestly traditions,
Ezekiel seems to require an extra week of purification from corpse impurity
before a priest can participate in the cult (Ezek. 44:25-27; cf. Num. 19:10-13).
But a number of the rules are not just stricter: they articulate a social agenda
vastly different from what we find in the priestly traditions of the Pentateuch.
Precisely for this reason, Stevenson speaks of Ezekiel’s vision as one not of
“restoration” but of “transformation,” the implication being that Ezekiel
seeks not a return to some ideal past but the establishment of something
entirely new.”®

On the level of structure, Ezekiel’s new social program is in evidence in the
massive gates he imagines surrounding the temple (40:20-23). These gates—
one of which is to remain shut (44:2)—symbolize controlled access, and the
legislation that the prophet provides is similarly meant to restrict access to the
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sacred precincts.”” A number of details are worthy of note. Strikingly, Eze-
kiel simply bans foreigners from entering or otherwise bringing offerings to
the sanctuary (Ezek. 44:6—9). The contrary view—permitting and even requir-
ing the participation of “strangers”’—is expressed more than once in priestly
materials (Lev. 17:8; Num. 15:14-16, 27-29).”® Ezekiel also places a number of
restrictions on Israelites. Since the sacred precincts are vastly expanded (to five
hundred square cubits; 42:16)—and since various land allotments around the
sancta are given to the priests, Levites, and the prince (45:1-5, 7)—Israelites
are left with a limited area in the vicinity of the temple in which they are per-
mitted to live (45:6). More significantly, the prophet imagines the sacrificial
altar being placed within sacred precincts (40:47, 43:13—27), an area which only
priests may enter (44:15-16). Thus Israelites are denied direct access to the
altar (in contrast to Exod. 40:29) and no longer permitted to slaughter their
own offerings (Ezek. 44:11; in contrast to Lev. 1:5).”° A second ramification of
Ezekiel’s placement of the altar is the fact that individual offerings—those that
the Israelites would themselves bring (e.g., Lev. 1:2)—seem to be dispensed
with."® The prophet’s legislation concerns only the public offerings brought
by the priests (45:18-25) and other sacrifices brought by the prince (46:
11-15).'%" Ezekiel also—in comparison with priestly materials—restricts the
roles of Levites (44:10-14) and confines the priesthood to the descendants of
Zadok (44:15-16; cf. 1 Kgs. 1:7-8, 2:26-27).'% Finally, as is well known, be-
cause he imagines a “chief” (NRSV: “prince”), there does not seem to be any
place in Ezekiel’s program for a powerful Davidic monarch.'®®

Significantly, a few aspects of Ezekiel’s vision seem to predict or accu-
rately reflect the social reality of the early Second Temple period: the priestly
leadership was restricted to the Zadokite line, and the community eventually
established itself as a theocracy. Whether by priestly or Persian design, the
Davidic monarchy disappeared. Thus certain political aspects of Ezekiel’s vi-
sion have an aura of reality about them."®* A few other aspects of Ezekiel’s
vision—ones that did not become reality—are notably idealistic, even egali-
tarian: land is allotted to all tribes in a relatively equitable fashion, ensuring
shared access to the sea (48:1—7, 23-29), and a portion is even set aside for the
resident aliens (47:21-23).'%

Yet, despite these observations, the fact remains that much of Ezekiel’s
vision is neither egalitarian nor reflective of what we know to be First or
Second Temple practice. Indeed, Ezekiel’s vision of “transformation”’—as
Stevenson helpfully calls it—can be understood as a critique of the cult of the
past. The temple that has been destroyed (as well as, perhaps, the temple that
has just been rebuilt) is in Ezekiel’s estimation vastly inadequate—structurally
and otherwise—to the task of maintaining the requisite holiness of God’s
residence."®® Ezekiel’s is not just a vision of what will be but equally a vision of
what should have been. This vision of the future contains within it a critique
of the past. It’s a different kind of critique from the others we have seen, but
it's a prophetic critique of a temple nonetheless.

A second important conclusion can be reached if we look back at the
priestly traditions. Over and against the exclusive ideal of Ezekiel’s vision, the
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priestly traditions maintain a sacrificial system that is open to the participa-
tion of Israelites and aliens. In addition, according to priestly traditions, the
Israelites remain unrestricted in choosing their residence. By all accounts,
the Second Temple period priests followed not Ezekiel in these matters but
the priestly traditions of the Pentateuch. And while the high-priestly line was
indeed Zadokite for much of the Second Temple period, it is not at all clear
that non-Zadokite priests were banished from sacred service; there is certainly
no reflection of that in other late biblical traditions (e.g., 1 Chron. 24:1-31).""’
Regardless of what one believes about the historical relationship between
Ezekiel and the priestly strands in the Torah, one must recognize that once
both traditions existed, the powers that were decided to side with Leviticus and
Numbers against Ezekiel 40—48. We can safely assume that early Second
Temple priests played some role in the canonization—and centralization of—
Leviticus and Numbers, and the relative ostracizing of Ezekiel 40—48. We can
therefore safely conclude that when it comes to the disputes we have covered
in this section, we find a radical reversal of what is commonly presumed to be
the norm. Here we find anonymous priests defending what would strike us as
just and good—openness and inclusion—against the vision of an exclusivist
prophet.'®® Indeed, the thrust of the last two sections could lead one to sug-
gest, with some irony, that it is Jeremiah and not Ezekiel who was truly the
most priestly of prophets—if not in literary style, then perhaps in ideological
perspective.

Conclusion

We have examined in this chapter a number of issues revolving around the
prophets’ critique of the cult and the various approaches taken to this question
by contemporary scholars. We began by observing—in agreement with most
contemporary scholars—that neither Julius Wellhausen’s evolutionist history
nor Max Weber’s ideal typology provides an adequate foundation for under-
standing the complex dynamic between priests and prophets in ancient Israel.
Yet we then observed—in partial agreement with Ronald Hendel and others
who would bring us back to the approaches of Wellhausen or Weber—that
many contemporary responses to the older approaches are also inadequate.
Some approaches seek to maintain a qualitative difference between the proph-
ets and the priests, and do so by predicating that early priests composed dry
ritual texts, and that later prophets infused these rituals with a sense of mo-
rality. This approach—articulated by Kaufmann and those who follow him—
has the advantage of being less black and white than Wellhausen’s and We-
ber’s. It also has the advantage of being free of the hostility toward later
Judaism that motivated earlier approaches. Yet this approach still operates on
an inadequate, evolutionist theory. Many other approaches to the question of
the prophetic evaluation of the cult also smack of apology. By defending the
prophets’ interest in ritual or the priests’ interest in ethics, scholars breaking
down Weber’s typology can sometimes be heard to express interpretations of
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the matter that seem all too familiar to those conversant with contemporary
religious approaches to ethics and ritual. That the prophets opposed ritual
only when performed in a state of moral turpitude, or that they drew a con-
trast between exterior ritual expression and interior spiritual disposition—
these answers, even if they are an advance over Wellhausen and Weber, are
suspicious in their own right as well.

I have endeavored in this chapter to steer a middle course between the
classic contrasts and more contemporary efforts to smooth things over. As
we have seen, the problem of biased terminology applies not only to the use
of theologically charged terms (like “interior” and “‘exterior” or “letter” and
“spirit”) but even to seemingly dry scholarly discourse: the common dis-
tinction made between priestly “ritual” and prophetic “symbolic action” il-
lustrates the degree to which our academic terminology may predispose one
to see differences where the situation is really rather similar.

We have also seen that some things become clearer when one ignores
categorical distinctions and focuses instead on the details of the situation at
hand. I suggested that many of the prophetic oppositions to sacrifice can be
understood as a reflection of their social and economic message. But the
prophets did not object, in the abstract, to the idea of sinful people worshiping
God. And the (external) ritual is not rejected because of an (interior) ethical
wrong. Rather, the prophets—or, at least, some of them—found sacrifice of-
fensive because they believed that those who were offering gifts had them-
selves stolen them. The concern with property renders it impossible altogether
to distinguish between a ritual violation and an ethical wrong. Sacrificing a
stolen animal is, at one and the same time, both ethically and ritually wrong.

As argued above, an important aspect of the prophetic critique becomes
clearer when one recognizes that both priests and prophets accepted vari-
ous symbolic understandings of both the temple and its service. Thus a
prophet’s condemnation of the temple—and prediction of its destruction—
could mean very simply that the prophet believes that doom is immanent,
and that neither sacrifice nor anything else will avert the decree. Moreover,
prophets like Jeremiah and Ezekiel, in particular, fully accepted a number of
doctrines usually associated with priestly tradition. Both apparently believed
that God dwelled in the sanctuary, and both recognized the dangers associated
with the notion of moral defilement: when sin defiles the land and temple, the
divine presence will depart.

Finally, we considered the attitude toward the cult expressed in the works
attributed to the most priestly of prophets, Ezekiel. Here, too, we found a
sharp critique of the cult, though it concerns issues distinct from those of
other prophets, and is expressed in a vastly different—even priestly—style.
Nonetheless, here too we can identify a decided dispute between priestly and
prophetic circles, even if the boundaries seem blurred.

In short, I believe that the disputes between priests and prophets were
indeed real, though they defy simple generalization. These debates also defy
simple linear historical constructions. Attempts by either Wellhausen or
Kaufmann to trace ethical developments or ritual declines fail on grounds of
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bias and method. We simply cannot date texts on the basis of any preconceived
notion of how religious traditions do or should develop. Moreover, we cannot
assume that all the differences between our sources can be explained by pos-
iting that they emerged in distinct historical periods. While scholars will
continue to argue about the dates of our texts and the various strands that can
be discerned within them, it must be recognized that too much of this business
is circular. The relationship between Ezekiel 40-48 and the Priestly strand is a
case in point: how can we really know which text was written first? How can we
know for certain which text was edited later? We cannot know.

There are, however, some things we can discern about ancient Israel; and
these should affect how we approach the questions considered in this chapter.
First, it is undeniable that all of the sources we have—priestly ones and
prophetic ones—experienced protracted periods of textual development. Sec-
ond, it is equally undeniable that there were various distinct social groupings
in ancient Israel, clans of priests and circles of prophets among them. Thus
we do well to recognize that any reconstruction of the situation ought not be
linear but rather grid-like. The biblical tradition comprises various preexilic
priestly and prophetic traditions that have been transmitted, redacted, and
glossed by various priestly and prophetic scribal circles in exilic and postexilic
milieus. What these sources provide, therefore, are assorted windows into
disputes among ancient Israelites; and these windows are half-open and
partially curtained ones at that.

When we survey the sources accordingly, we can reconstruct a sketchy
picture of priests and prophets in disagreement. To get a fuller picture, we
cannot selectively take certain prophetic texts at face value. We must avoid
simple categorizations, be they religious or scholarly. And we must try to read
priestly texts with the sympathy that some prophetic texts may and certain
scholarly approaches do mean to deny them. When we do all this, we can
imagine a situation where prophets and priests—and others too, to be sure—
argued about the various issues we have covered in this chapter.

While we do well to assume that both priests and prophets would have
rejected offerings of stolen goods, we can safely suppose that priests and
prophets might have defined theft differently. A prophet like Amos saw theft
in economic inequality. Priests, by contrast, would likely have defined theft in
a more restricted fashion. We similarly do well to assume that priests and
prophets—especially Jeremiah and Ezekiel, among the latter—agreed on a
number of symbolic and theological understandings of sacrifice. Yet we can
again safely suppose that priests and prophets might have drawn some lines
differently. Jeremiah and Ezekiel, fed up with the sin they saw everywhere
around them, leaned more toward giving up on the situation. Their con-
temporary priests, however, may still have had reserves of patience for atoning
Israelites. Ironically, some of the sharpest ideological disputes are between the
priestly traditions and Ezekiel. Here, too, there is broad agreement on the
need to maintain the sanctity of God’s earthly residence. But where Ezekiel
preached a safer system characterized by the exclusion of Israelites and for-
eigners, the priestly traditions articulated a more open system, characterized
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perhaps by a greater chance that the temple’s offerings could be corrupted in
some way.

In a number of studies, Moshe Greenberg has helpfully recognized the
tension between reality and idealism in the biblical tradition.'®® Greenberg
speaks in these studies of “the ideal of power in the law” as contrasted with
the “reality of power in the prophets.”"'® Greenberg refers here to the fact that
while priestly tradition assumes that priests, kings, and judges will do what
is right and good—and legislates accordingly—it is the prophets who recog-
nize that power corrupts. Without arguing these points, I believe that what we
have seen in this chapter points to the inversion of these perspectives when
we focus not on the leaders but on the people. The prophets hold the people to
an ideal moral standard, while the priests seek to operate and maintain social
institutions that serve these people’s needs. Greenberg helpfully concludes his
study by noting that the legacy of these disputes carries on into the Second
Temple period.""" As we will see in part 11, he is right about that, too.
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Introduction to Part 11

In the second part of this book, we focus on ancient Jewish attitudes
toward the Second Temple. The following chapters will be fully in-
formed by the lessons learned in part I. Here too we will see the benefit
of studying purity and sacrifice as related ritual structures, utilizing the
same assumptions and methods. Symbolic understandings of the
temple cult will remain of interest, and it will not be assumed that those
who speak symbolically are also speaking critically about the cult. We
will also recognize the need to eschew evolutionist approaches, which
continually crop up in the scholarship, especially toward sacrifice.

The project is bounded by a number of limits, chronological,
practical, and thematic. We are interested in the later Second Temple
period (c. 300 B.C.E. to 7o c.E.), but we cannot cover all material
relating to sacrifice and purity in ancient Jewish sources. Thankfully,
there is little need to review here some topics that are well covered
elsewhere. For instance, excellent scholarship exists on the architec-
ture and structure of the Second Temple. These works analyze the
literary evidence (especially Josephus, Jewish War 5:184—287, and
Mishnah Tractate Middot) along with the results of recent archaeo-
logical surveys to give us a picture of the Second Temple in its
physical glory.! In addition, a number of other writers have described
the day-to-day practice of the Second Temple, based on the descrip-
tions in, among other sources, Mishnah Tractate Tamid and book 1 of
Philo’s Special Laws.” Curiously, a number of scholarly works of one
sort or another contain descriptions of fictionalized visits to the
temple.” Thankfully, with the existence of these vivid accounts—as
well as other helpful general treatments*—we have no reason to
survey here either the physical structure of the temple or the nature
of its daily ritual. We can focus, therefore, on the issues of our
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concern: what the temple meant to ancient Jews who worshiped there, and the
reasons many scholars have been reluctant to recognize the varied religious
meanings of ancient Jewish sacrificial service.

As is widely recognized, the temple was the fulcrum of ancient Jewish
religion. The centrality of the temple as a social institution can hardly be
denied, and certainly any responsible survey of ancient Judaism devotes at
least a chapter to discussing the social and religious importance of the Second
Temple to ancient Judaism.® Jewish people living throughout the ancient
world maintained ties with the Jerusalem temple, whether by making an
occasional pilgrimage to the temple or by paying the half-shekel temple tax.’
Many Jews living within the land of Israel maintained their ties to the temple
by even more frequent visits, and by sending or bringing their biblically
mandated agricultural donations and other votive offerings.” But the temple’s
centrality was not only manifest in the economic sphere. The temple was the
location of political, judicial, and religious decision-making, serving as an
assembly, court, school, and, perhaps, library.® Even after the temple’s de-
struction, the continued importance of the institution can be seen in the
physical decoration and structural orientation of ancient synagogues: long
after 7o c.k., these buildings commonly faced Jerusalem and were adorned
with temple motifs. The importance of the temple is enshrined in scholarly
discourse through the near-consensus periodization of ancient Jewish history
into the “First” and “Second Temple” periods.

But it is not primarily these aspects of the temple that give rise to much of
the scholarship on the Second Temple, although most of the items just
mentioned are widely acknowledged and discussed in the scholarly litera-
ture. Much of the scholarship on the Second Temple—Ilike, indeed, much of
the scholarship on ancient Judaism in general—serves not primarily to ana-
lyze the stated topic but rather as a backdrop for something else, whether
it is the study of the New Testament, rabbinic Judaism, or, ever more com-
monly, the Dead Sea Scrolls. Scholars of the New Testament, of course, are
obligated to try to make sense of the tantalizingly brief narratives of the Last
Supper and Jesus’ overturning the tables in the temple. Scholars of rabbinic
Judaism must make sense of the rabbinic response to the destruction of the
temple—indeed, for many scholars, the response to 70 c.e. is what makes
rabbinic Judaism what it was. Scholars of the Dead Sea Scrolls have no choice
but to understand why it is (or at least seems to be) that the sectarians
withdrew from the Jerusalem temple. The problem is that there is a difficulty
inherent in all three of these endeavors, one that has hindered scholarly
understanding of the Second Temple and its ritual practices: it is all too easy
for the temple to play the role of antagonist in the drama of the development
of whatever phenomenon primarily interests the scholar, be it rabbinic Ju-
daism, the New Testament, or the Dead Sea Scrolls.

As we will see later, scholars of the New Testament all too commonly find
something truly flawed in the Second Temple, be it the moral corruption of
the priests, the ostensibly offensive nature of the purity system, or the in-
herent inefficacy of sacrificial ritual. Christianity, in these analyses, makes a
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decided advance by “spiritualizing” the temple or by providing an ever more
effective and meaningful service in the eucharist. Of course, in order to speak
of a spiritualization of sacrifice (or of any ritual for that matter) one must
assume that that particular ritual lacks all spirit (or meaning) to begin with.’
In a similar vein, scholars of the Dead Sea Scrolls commonly assume that the
temple that the sectarians rejected was indeed worth rejecting, for any one
of the reasons just noted, or perhaps others too (we will schematize their
antitemple polemics in chapter 5). So the sectarians, too, may have “spiritu-
alized” the temple, or in some other way provided a better alternative. Finally,
for reasons already mentioned in part I, scholars of rabbinic and postrabbinic
Judaism have also all too frequently operated on similar biases, positing that
rabbinic Judaism makes a moral advance over ancient Judaism, replacing the
sacrificial service with the rabbinic “service of the heart.”"°

The evolutionism that is all too common in these interrelated fields has led
to the manifestation in scholarly discourse of a number of specific interpretive
oversights and errors. First, while there is much literature devoted to the Second
Temple and its symbolic significance, surprisingly little of that scholarship even
attempts to connect the adduced meanings of the temple to an understanding of
the rituals that took place there. Thus while one can find many analyses of the
“cosmic symbolism” of the Second Temple, one can hardly find an analysis that
attempts to connect directly the temple’s purificatory or sacrificial rituals to such
cosmic symbolism."" The reluctance to recognize that sacrifice itself could have
meaning for those who practiced it remains regnant. Of course, this phenom-
enon goes hand in hand with evolutionist arguments: as a meaningless vestige,
sacrifice was destined to disappear.

A second problem pertaining to many of these analyses is the fact that when
symbolic meanings of the temple (and in rare cases, of sacrifice itself) are
identified, they are ascribed not to those Jews who believe in the temple and its
sacrifices but to those who ostensibly spiritualize it or reject it.'* According to
this approach, symbolic understandings of the temple—as representing the
cosmos, for instance—are attributed to diaspora Jews removed from the tem-
ple’s reality, mystics removed from all reality, or Christians and schismatics who
no longer believe in the temple’s legitimacy or efficacy. As we will see, especially
in chapter 4, there is little justification for this. The rush to ascribe symbolic
understandings of the temple to those who ostensibly reject the temple is a
reflection of the degree to which scholarship on these matters remains influ-
enced by the various antisacrificial biases we have been tracking in this book.

A third problem is closely related to the second. Just as scholars too often
ascribe any temple-related symbolic discourse to those who ostensibly reject
the temple, so too scholars too frequently ascribe moral sensibilities to those
who reject the temple but not to those who adhere to it. The problems dis-
cussed in chapter 3 appear also in scholarly discourse on the ancient period:
the morality of those neoprophetic voices that criticize the temple is generally
left unquestioned, and the immorality of those priests and others who
maintain the temple in all its hierarchical exclusivity is often assumed."
Those who reject the temple or managed to survive it are able to develop
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meaningful, moral, and more inclusive modes of worship. Compared to these
sensitive visionaries, temple-centered Judaism is understood to be decidedly
lacking in morality and meaning.

And there is a fourth problem: just as scholars tend to attribute all sym-
bolic understandings of the temple to those Jews who reject it in some fashion,
scholars then tend to group disparate symbolic approaches together, without
recognizing the practical and theoretical differences between them. Some Jews
imagined that the earthly temple represented the entire cosmos. Other Jews
imagined that the earthly temple corresponded to a heavenly temple within the
cosmos. But scholarly discourse tends to lump these—and other—distinct
ideas together as “cosmic symbolism.” We will see, however, that a fuller
understanding of ancient Jewish meanings ascribed to the temple is predicated
on a more precise analysis of these distinct ideas.

A fifth problem is similar to the fourth. Just as scholars have not distin-
guished adequately between various ““‘cosmic” symbolisms, so too scholars could
distinguish better the various charges that are raised against the temple by
certain groups of ancient Jews. In the effort to bolster the antitemple camp—and
perhaps unduly influenced themselves by the various antisacrificial biases we
have traced here—some scholars seem too quick to group together various
polemics that are best seen separately. For some, the criticisms are grouped
together in order to make the case that the temple or its personnel were in fact
corrupt. For others, the criticisms of the temple once grouped together are all
seen as examples of “‘spiritualizations” of sacrifice. To be sure, there are certain
common threads to these antitemple polemics (at least those that are anti-
temple), and we can hardly suggest that the temple was a pristine place where
nothing went wrong. Nonetheless, it is my belief that scholarly analysis could
benefit from a clearer differentiation and schematization of these various views.

Finally, more attention must be paid to the various ways ancient Jews
(and, indeed, early Christians) attempted to channel the sanctity of the temple
into other realms of daily life, such as eating and praying. These efforts—also
too commonly described as ‘“‘spritualizations”’—are not criticisms of the
temple, nor are they attempts to replace it. As we will see, these efforts are
merely further attestations of the temple’s meaning and significance.

I will bolster these claims throughout the rest of this book. But before
developing these arguments, it will be worthwhile to review two recent works,
each of which presents a synthesis of the understandings of the temple in
ancient Judaism. Because we will be able to rely on these works for what they
do well, these works deserve attention here. But neither of these works is
entirely free of the problems spelled out above, and so I hope these brief
reviews will further underscore the need for the analysis that follows.

C. T. R. Hayward, The Jewish Temple

One helpful survey of the meanings attributed to the temple (and secondar-
ily to sacrifice) in ancient Judaism can be found in The Jewish Temple: A
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Non-Biblical Sourcebook, by C. T. R. Hayward. This work—aimed at the stu-
dent and scholar alike'*—surveys a number of the important Second Temple
period texts, with an eye toward helping others understand and appreciate the
meanings attributed by ancient Jews to the temple during its last centuries of
existence. The work focuses primarily on the symbolic meanings ascribed to
the structural elements of the temple and its personnel. Hayward devotes time
and attention to two central ideas: (1) that the temple was understood as a
symbolic representation of the cosmos, and (2) that it was understood as an
earthly counterpart to a temple in heaven." Of course, sacrifice plays a role
in his analysis, as it must, but it is fair to say that illuminating the symbolic
understandings of sacrifice per se is not Hayward’s primary focus. The work
provides helpful analyses and bibliography—and I acknowledge my debt here.

As its title suggests, Hayward’s book seeks to present and comment on
nonbiblical texts, understood here in the sense of the Protestant canon. No
chapters focus on either the New Testament or the Hebrew Bible, while two
chapters focus on the “apocryphal” Wisdom of Ben Sira (which, of course, is
biblical for Catholics and others). But the Protestant Bible is not the only
boundary drawn in this nonbiblical sourcebook. Three other realms of liter-
ature are not treated systematically: rabbinic sources, the Dead Sea Scrolls,
and the various documents speaking of ascent to a heavenly temple. Pre-
sumably, rabbinic literature is not treated systematically because these sources
are beyond the chronological bounds Hayward sets for his study.'® It is less
clear why Hayward doesn’t devote more time to descriptions of the heavenly
temple. Perhaps it was determined that these sources have been handled
adequately elsewhere.'”

Hayward does tell us why Qumranic literature gets scant attention: the
Dead Sea sectarians rejected the Jerusalem temple, believing instead that
their community functioned as a temporary stand-in for the current defiled
temple.'® Hayward is certainly correct that much of the Qumranic literature
criticizes the structure, practices, and priesthood of the Second Temple. But
the exclusion of all Qumranic literature from a survey of ancient Jewish
understandings of the temple is a methodologically flawed move, in at least
two ways. First, even if Hayward’s view of the sectarian community-as-temple
idea is correct (we will turn to this question in chapter s), the idea that all of
Qumranic literature agrees with this principle remains to be demonstrated."
As we will see, many Qumranic texts provide insight into ways in which the
temple and its sacrificial service were understood by many ancient Jews, in-
cluding the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice and, of course, the Temple Scroll.

The second problem here is Hayward’s well-intentioned assumption that
an exploration of the Jerusalem temple should “focus upon people and
writings which were favorably disposed towards it.”?° Hayward’s survey pro-
vides an important antidote to the often anticultic approaches taken to this
material. Hayward is correct when he implies that a lack of contemporary
scholarly sympathy for the subject is often manifest in a scholarly focus on
those texts that were critical of the institution in question. But in my view, the
problem is not that scholars have studied these critical texts too much, it’s that
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they have allowed themselves to be persuaded by these texts that the temple
was a flawed institution. As we will see in the following chapters, there is
much to be learned from a sympathetic reading of the critical literature.*'
Still, Hayward’s sourcebook is commendable and extremely helpful with re-
gard to what it does cover, and this analysis builds productively on his work.

Francis Schmidt, How the Temple Thinks

Another important recent work that seeks to present a synthesis of ancient
Jewish understandings of the temple and temple service is Francis Schmidt’s
How the Temple Thinks. Considering all that has been noted in earlier chapters
regarding Durkheim, Hubert, and Mauss, it is certainly fitting to point out
that Schmidt holds a chair in the history of Judaism at the Ecole Pratique des
Hautes Ftudes. Indeed, in more ways than one, Schmidt is the heir to their
tradition.”” In How the Temple Thinks we find a generally sympathetic, non-
evolutionist look at ancient Judaism, one that is informed by the insights of
functionalist anthropology.

Schmidt helpfully and correctly rejects the idea—Dbelieved by many, but in
fact supported by little evidence—that the Second Temple was an institution
in decline.”” Schmidt also correctly criticizes those who describe the alleged
Qumranic or Christian rejections of the temple as “spiritualizations” of the
cult.”* He correctly identifies the two biases that motivate such approaches.
Christian theology, predicated on the replacement of Jewish sacrifice by the
death of Jesus, is one important motive.”> The modernizing tendencies of
Reform-minded Jewish scholars, who viewed with favor the destruction of the
temple and its replacement by the synagogue, is another.”® Thus Schmidt’s
work provides an important corrective to much of the biased work that pro-
poses to describe the Second Temple but in fact criticizes it.

Schmidt’s work is particularly important in its demonstration that the
temple has meaning—in his words, it has its own “thinking.” Thus Schmidt
correctly argues that when those living outside the temple seek to imitate
its sanctity, they are not criticizing or replacing the temple, they are emulating
it; we will return to this issue now and again. But Schmidt’s understanding
of the temple’s thought is rather narrow. Schmidt believes the fundamen-
tal purpose of the institution is “to prevent the mixing of orders,” which is
achieved by “establishing over the natural and social world a control according
to the categories of the sacred and the profane, of the pure and the impure.”?’
In other words, the temple seeks to symbolize and enforce social hierarchies.
It is here, of course, that his indebtedness to the functionalist tradition be-
comes most clear.”® Yet in my view, Schmidt has mistaken the means for the
ends: classification is not a goal in and of itself. Indeed, although it is sym-
pathetically written, How the Temple Thinks can still be taken as an indictment
of the Second Temple. It comes off, in Schmidt’s telling, as an institution
interested primarily in control and hierarchy. The temple and its priests were
particularly obsessed with the exclusion of foreigners (mistakenly deemed in
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Schmidt’s analysis to be inherently impure).?* Moreover, in his overly sim-
plified analysis of the conflicts of the Second Temple period, all seems to
hinge on whether or not sacrifices may be offered at the temple by or for
Gentiles.*®

While the priestly traditions do of course speak with frequency of dis-
tinctions between the holy and profane, the pure and the impure (Lev. 10:10),
it is a mistake to assume that the distinction is the purpose of, or the symbolic
thinking behind, the temple or the sacrificial process. As I argued in chapter
2, the sacrificial process is about much more than making distinctions and
enforcing hierarchies. Indeed, it is now widely recognized that the function-
alist thrusts of Mary Douglas’s early work may not apply at all to the Hebrew
Bible or ancient Judaism. The ritual purity system is simply not as well suited
to the task of establishing distinctions and maintaining hierarchies as the
reader of Douglas’s Purity and Danger may assume. For instance, according to
rabbinic literature (e.g., m. Pesahim 77:3—-6; m. Hagigah 3:6-8), the ritual purity
rules were relaxed at the times of the festivals in order to accommodate the
throngs of pilgrims whose observance of the rules could not be easily ensured
or regulated.’’ This kind of leniency—and there is no reason to doubt the
reasonable and practical rabbinic record on this matter—is difficult to as-
similate if Schmidt’s application of Douglas’s early work to the practice of the
late Second Temple is to be accepted.

Other similar leniencies are to be found as well. Compared to the
“thinking” of other ancient temples, the Jerusalem temple could be seen as
rather tolerant of jumbled categories and mixed multitudes. Exclusions of
foreigners or the uninitiated from temples were commonplace in the ancient
world,** and at least the Jerusalem temple allowed for foreign offerings and
donations to be received and recognized. Indeed, we know for certain that
there were ancient Jews who considered the temple’s practice too lenient with
regard to who was admitted and how far.>® There may have been similar
disputes—with some taking a more lenient view—concerning the entry of
women into the sanctuary as well.** Certainly the Jerusalem temple’s practice
and “thinking” were relatively lenient when compared with other temples
imagined by ancient Jews, such as that imagined in the Temple Scroll (on
which see chapter 5) and that imagined in the concluding chapters of Ezekiel
(discussed in chapter 3). Schmidt overlooks too much of this in his earnest
focus on what the Jerusalem temple purportedly excludes, because of his
belief that exclusion is the raison d’étre of the institution altogether.

Ironically, Schmidt’s work depends on and develops those aspects of
Purity and Danger that even Douglas herself would no longer apply to the
Jewish purity and sacrificial systems. Schmidt’s book appeared (in its first,
French edition) in 1994, just a few years too soon to make use of Douglas’s
more recent and provocative works on purity. Importantly, these publications
undercut her original (and more typically functionalist) contributions to the
field.*® At the same time, Schmidt virtually ignores those aspects of Douglas’s
early work that have proven most helpful to us: the effort to find symbolic
meanings in ritual structures. Thus in a work devoted to uncovering the
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thinking of the temple, we find little attention paid, if any, to notions such as
imitatio Dei, the divine presence, or to the cosmic symbolisms we will analyze
in especially the following chapter. In the final analysis, Schmidt’s work is too
entrenched in the less helpful aspects of the functionalist tradition to be of
much help in reaching the goals of the following chapters: uncovering the
symbolic meanings of purity, sacrifice, and the temple in ancient Judaism.

Part II: Scope and Structure

In the chapters that follow, we will survey various approaches to the temple
taken by ancient Jews, with the hope of understanding these matters a little
differently from previous analyses. This can be achieved, first and foremost, if
we consistently question whether certain sources are in fact critical of the
temple. The only way to avoid assuming that sources are critical of the temple
is to reevaluate them. Second, we will do well to eschew evolutionist ap-
proaches, whether these endorse the Christian replacement of the temple by
Jesus’ death or the (modernist) Jewish replacement of the temple by statutory
prayer.

We will first consider two major symbolic approaches to the temple taken
by various groups of ancient Jews (chapter 4). We will then consider the
criticisms of the temple articulated in the literature discovered at Qumran
(chapter 5). In the final two chapters we will consider, respectively, the evi-
dence of rabbinic literature (chapter 6) and the Gospels (chapter 7). In the first
instance, we will consider the rabbis’ approach to the destruction of the
temple. In the second, we will consider Jesus’ approach to the temple in the
last generation of its existence.

We will find that the various religious and cultural ideologies asserting
that the temple has been outmoded or replaced—that is, superseded—have
prevented scholars from seeing the temple as a powerful source of meaning
and symbolism for those ancient Jews who believed in it. As a result, a
number of facets of ancient Judaism have been misconstrued, misunderstood,
or simply ignored. We will see that when symbolic understandings of the
temple are found and discussed, such approaches are all too often attributed
by scholars not to those who believed in the rituals of the temple but to those
prophets, mystics, philosophers, or religious revolutionaries who allegedly
rejected, opposed, or wished in some way to transcend the sacrificial cult. In
the scholarly discussion, temple symbolism seems to reign everywhere but in
the temple. In short, religious and cultural ideologies of supersessionism have
prevented scholars from coming to grips with various symbolic understand-
ings of the cult and its ritual as expressed in biblical and ancient Jewish
literature.



4

Temple as Cosmos or
Temple in the Cosmos

Priests, Purity, Sacrifice, and Angels

In this chapter, we consider two important symbolic approaches to
purity, sacrifice, and the temple. While related, the two approaches to
be studied here are in fact distinct. The first idea understands the
temple as a symbol of the cosmos;" the second concern understands
the earthly temple as an analogue to a sanctuary located in heaven.”
The goals here will be to carefully schematize, analyze, and trace the
relationship between these two notions.’

There is, in fact, much confusion regarding these ideas in the
scholarly literature. For one thing, it remains rather common for these
notions to be confused or jumbled together under a single discussion
concerning “cosmic symbolism,”* heaven-earth “correspondence,””
or simply “temple symbolism.”® Even some scholars who do differ-
entiate between the two concepts do not generally explain well enough
the distinct implications of the two approaches.” Yet as we will see, it is
imperative to distinguish carefully between those sources that describe
the temple as representing cosmos and those that describe a temple in
heaven to which the Jerusalem temple constitutes an earthly analogue.
While the two ideas are not contradictory, there are many tensions
between them, and, as we will see, it is a general rule that ancient
Jewish sources will articulate only one or another of these approaches,
and not both.

Of course, the difference between the two notions can be seen
most easily on the level of symbolism. When the earthly sanctuary is
seen as an analogue to the heavenly one, then we do not generally
find emphasis on the notion that the temple represents the cosmos.
After all, if there is a temple in heaven, then the earthly sanctuary
represents not the entire cosmos but just the most sacred part of it.
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Conversely, when (as in Philo) the earthly temple represents the cosmos, then
there is not necessarily any heavenly temple per se.

But this difference is by no means the most significant. The notion of
the temple as cosmos is perfectly in line with the idea that the divine presence
dwells within the sanctuary.® Indeed, while the cosmic symbolism of the
temple structure is not in all ways explicitly spelled out in biblical priestly
texts, scholars frequently argue—as pointed out in chapter 2—that various
elements of the sanctuary’s structure, decoration, and mythology operate with
the understanding that God’s presence dwells within the sanctuary that
symbolizes the cosmos. On the face of it, it would appear that the notion of a
temple in heaven raises a challenge to the idea of God’s presence residing
in the earthly temple. Many scholars assume that the notion of a temple in
heaven serves to undercut the importance or sanctity of the earthly temple, by
asserting that God’s true location is in the heavens above, and not the temple
below.” Yet there is very little evidence to support this contention. In many
instances, the heavenly sanctuary above is believed to correspond to the temple
below. Therefore, just as God dwells in the heavenly sanctuary, so too some
divine being—some aspect of God—is understood to dwell in the heavenly
temple’s earthly analogue. It would appear then that an important prerequi-
site to the idea of the earthly temple corresponding to a heavenly one is a
developed theology of divine emanation: while God dwells in the heavenly
temple, the earthly temple is the residence of a divine emanation, be it God’s
“presence,” “name,” or Logos.

A theology of divine emanation is not the only prerequisite for the belief of
a temple in heaven. A heavenly temple must have heavenly priests—angels—
who serve the God worshiped there as priests serve in an earthly temple. In all
cases, where we find a belief of a temple in heaven, we will also find a
developed angelology. On the other hand, in the absence of a developed an-
gelology, we are more likely to find evidence for the notion of the temple as
cosmos, as opposed to a temple in the cosmos. For instance, the priestly the-
ology of the Pentateuch remains perfectly intelligible without any developed
notion of heavenly hosts or angels. A well-developed angelology, however, is
an absolute prerequisite for the notion of a heavenly temple.

A further difference can be seen in the understandings of ritual purifi-
cation and sacrifice. In chapter 2, I suggested that two themes—imitatio Dei
and the desire to attract the divine presence—help us to appreciate the sym-
bolic significance and the interconnection between ritual purity and sacri-
fice. When the temple is conceived as a symbol of the cosmos, we find a good
deal of continuity with the biblical tradition as we have understood it: if the
temple symbolizes the cosmos, then maintaining the temple can easily sym-
bolize maintaining the world, and the sacrificial activity that takes place there
can be seen on some level as part of that effort.'"® The purity required for
entering the temple can still be understood similarly as well. By separating
from substances associated with death and sex, priests and pure laypeople
attempt to emulate divine attributes, in order to encounter God’s presence in
the temple.
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The notion of imitatio Dei and the concerns with presence theology can
also be related to the idea that the earthly temple corresponds to a heavenly
one. In this symbolic scheme, the priests are frequently understood as be-
having in ways that are analogous to the angels. Just as angels attend to God’s
throne in heaven, so too do the priests manage the sacrificial worship on
earth. Similarly, the priestly concerns with ritual purity are often explicitly
understood as efforts to imitate the nature of the angels. Strictly speaking,
purity and sacrifice in this perspective are to be understood in light of not so
much the notion of imitatio Dei as a notion of imitatio angeli.

This distinction leads to a question concerning the meaning of sacrifice. If
the temple represents the cosmos, then sacrifice too can be understood as some
form of divine work. But when the earthly temple is seen as an analogue of a
heavenly one, earthly sacrifice is seen to correspond to some sort of heavenly
worship. This leads, on the one hand, to some curious speculation concerning
what in fact is offered in heaven. On the other hand, this correspondence leads
away from symbolic understandings of sacrifice, strictly speaking: the ritual
does not, in this view, stand for something else but constitutes an earthly
analogue to a rather similar activity as carried out in heaven, by the angels.

Despite the differences between these two notions, it is important to
emphasize that the notions are not completely incompatible. Nor does the
mere presence of the aforementioned prerequisites necessarily lead directly to
the notion of a temple in heaven. Philo, as we will see, presents both an
emanational theology and a developed angelology, but he does not present us
with any visions of a temple in the heavens. Indeed, there are many over-
lapping aspects of these notions as developed by ancient Jews. In both cases,
ritual purity can be understood as a process that allows for a symbolic
transformation of a pure person into an angelic or divine-like being. In one
instance, the transformation may allow one to participate in and exercise
control over the cosmic activity that takes place in the temple. In the other
instance, the transformation may permit the person to be admitted, by anal-
ogy, to the heavenly sanctuary. Similarly, we will find in both approaches the
potential for understanding much of the sacrificial process as imitating God
or divine beings. Still, the similarities of these notions do not justify the
confusion of them we find all too often in the current literature on the subject.

The Temple as the Cosmos

We embark on our analysis by looking at those writers who emphasize the
idea that the temple represents the cosmos. We will first consider the ap-
proach taken by Josephus, for his is perhaps the clearest and simplest artic-
ulation of these ideas, all the while remaining closest to what we have already
seen in the priestly traditions. We then turn to Philo, whose approach when
compared to Josephus echoes an even greater number of ideas that we have
seen already in the Hebrew bible, but at the same time Philo breaks even more
new ground. We will then consider the scanty but tantalizing evidence attesting
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to the persistence of this notion among Jews living in the rabbinic period
and beyond. At that point we will turn back to consider the various sources
that articulate the idea that the earthly temple corresponds to the heavenly
one.

The Temple as the Cosmos according to Josephus

Perhaps the clearest ancient Jewish articulation of the idea that the temple
represents the cosmos is to be found in the writings of Josephus."' He alludes
to the idea now and again in his Jewish War, and he returns to the idea in his
Antiquities. In his earlier work, Josephus describes the temple in its glory, as a
prelude to his telling of its destruction (JW 5:184—237; see also 4:324). In his
later work, Josephus paraphrases the priestly traditions’ accounts of the tab-
ernacle, its sacrificial service, and the purity laws in the context of his para-
phrase of the Pentateuch (Ant. 3:102-279)."” In both of these works, the
thrust of Josephus’ accounts is descriptive: for the most part he tells his
readers what the structures looked like, and what the practices were, as he
understands them."? At certain points, however, Josephus breaks off his dry
description with an interpretive discourse. For instance, in his depiction of the
temple in Jewish War, Josephus attributes cosmic significance to various as-
pects of the structure. The veil hanging above the temple gate itself symbol-
izes the universe (5:212—213). The twelve loaves placed on the table symbolize
the zodiac and the months, while the menorah (i.e., candelabrum) symbolizes
the seven planets (5:218).

Josephus presents a more comprehensive treatment of these themes in
his Antiquities, where he is apparently responding to unspecified calumnies
uttered against the temple by those hostile to the Jewish people (3:179; cf.
Aguinst Apion 2:109-111). He says that the tabernacle and its contents are all
designed “to recall and represent the universe” (glg dropipun oty kol Statine-
o T@v 6Awv; Ant. 3:180). The division of the tabernacle into three realms,
two of which are generally approachable, corresponds to the fact that while the
land and water are accessible to people, the heavens are not (3:181; cf. 3:123).
Turning to the priestly vessels and offerings, Josephus suggests again that the
twelve loaves represent the months, while the seven lights of the menorah
represent the planets (3:146, 182). Josephus similarly interprets the taberna-
cle’s coverings (3:132) and its decorative tapestries (3:183), as well as the
priestly garments (3:183-187)."*

Josephus is by no means alone in offering these kinds of interpretations,
and parallels to many of his symbolic analyses can be identified in the earlier
writings of Philo and in the later writings of the rabbis."® There seems to have
been a particular fascination among ancient Jews with the priestly garb.'® The
Wisdom of Ben Sira (from the early second century B.c.k.) describes Aaron’s
“perfect splendor” (45:8) and even more carefully describes the high priest
Simon’s appearance as “like the morning star among the clouds” (50:7)."” Yet
Ben Sira stops short of explicitly ascribing cosmic symbolism to the priestly
vestments—the implication, though, is that the garb casts a cosmic appearance.
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Similarly, the Letter of Aristeas—a work of uncertain date, but probably from the
second century B.c.e.—describes the appearance of a high priest Eleazar
and claims that one who saw him in his glorious clothing would think he
encountered a “man from outside the world” (dote vouilewv eig Erepov
EAnAu0gvan 2K10g 10D K6GHOV; 99).'* Again, the clothing here does not explic-
itly represent the universe but serves to cast an otherworldly impression.

We can find a more explicit reference to the cosmic symbolism of the
priestly garb in the Wisdom of Solomon (18:24), a work of uncertain date that
most certainly is earlier than Josephus.'® But, as we will see, it is in the works
of Philo that we find many similar—and some practically identical—cosmic
interpretations of various aspects of the temple, and not just the priestly garb.
Yet, as we will also see, Philo’s approach is different enough that we have
reason to assume that Josephus did not draw his interpretations directly from
Philo.?® We will also see that similar (and again in some cases identical)
interpretations were offered in rabbinic literature—and there is little cause to
believe that rabbinic authorities were directly familiar with either Philo or
Josephus. Thus what Josephus tells us about temple symbolism may reflect
some common understandings in his day.

It is also important to emphasize here that Josephus’ approach accords
with what many scholars believe to be the general symbolic understandings
of temples in the ancient Near Eastern world, ancient Israel included.” We
have already noted the general ancient Near Eastern idea of the temple re-
presenting the cosmos—a notion that many biblicists find to be reflected in
the accounts of the wilderness tabernacle, the Solomonic temple, and even the
Garden of Eden narratives.”” Josephus’ explicit testimony in this regard can
then be seen on some level as tentative support for these approaches. Working
from the other direction, these scholarly approaches to the biblical sources
lend credence to the idea that Josephus’ work in this regard is not creative but
conservative. It is hardly likely that Josephus created anew among Jews an
analogy that is well attested in ancient Near Eastern literature.

We also noted, in chapter 2, that the idea of the temple as cosmos is itself
related to the all-important notion of imitatio Dei. Just as God creates the
world, so too people create the earthly symbol of that world, the temple—an
analogy implied by parallels between the language and structure of the cre-
ation and tabernacle-construction narratives.”> While Josephus does not to my
knowledge directly connect all these themes together, it is interesting and
important to note that Josephus emphasizes imitatio Dei as the overall moti-
vation and justification for Jewish religious practices (Ant. 1:23-24):

Our legislator, on the contrary, having shown that God possesses the
very perfection of virtue, thought that men should strive to participate
in it, and inexorably punished those who did not hold with or
believe in these doctrines. I therefore entreat my readers to examine
my work from this point of view. For studying it in this spirit,
nothing will appear to them unreasonable, nothing incongruous with
the majesty of God and His love for humanity; everything, indeed,
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is here set forth in keeping with the nature of the universe (tf) T@®v
8rov Ppicel copdwvov).*

The juxtaposition of cosmic significance with imitatio Dei could possibly
also represent an aspect of Josephus’ work that is more conservative than
creative.

Josephus in at least one other way implies that sacrificial practice—or at
least part of the process—is to be understood as imitatio Dei. As noted above,
the historian suggests that just as heaven is closed off to people, so too is a
portion of the earthly temple closed off to all but priests (Ant. 3:181). Indeed,
Josephus emphasizes the relative sanctity of the priests, and notes on more
than one occasion the role of the ritual purity laws in establishing that higher
level of sanctity (Ant. 3:258, 276). What is left unclear in Josephus’ works is
whether this sanctity can itself be understood in light of the notion of imitatio
Dei—as I argued with regard to the biblical traditions—or whether Josephus
would have seen priests as angels, as we will see in other Jewish works of
Josephus’ day.”

We can identify yet another aspect of Josephus’ treatment of these matters
that accords with the general approach running through scripture and ancient
Jewish literature. First, Josephus says quite clearly in his biblical paraphrase
that when the Israelites construct their model of the universe, God dem-
onstrates approval by taking residence there (Ant. 3:202-203; cf. Exod. 40:
33-34).° But—again, as in the priestly traditions—Josephus does not view
God’s presence in the sanctuary as Israel’s irrevocable prerogative. Throughout
Jewish War, Josephus takes a particular interest in describing gory events
taking place in or near the temple (e.g., 4:151, 313), and he says explicitly that
the city and temple were desecrated by this Jewish-instigated bloodshed (2:455;
4:150).%” The historian—here speaking more like a prophet**—also says quite
clearly that God departed from the sanctuary (5:412; 6:300; cf. Ant. 20:166), a
reality that reflects the deity’s disgust with the people’s behavior (JW 2:539;
5:19; 7:328).”° Here too we see further aspects of Josephus’ theologizing
that are deeply rooted in biblical traditions as we have already understood
them.

The Cosmic Temple and the Logos-Priest according to Philo

The well-known philosopher Philo of Alexandria, of the early first century
C.E., treats both purity and sacrifice now and again throughout his works.*®
There are, however, a number of his treatises that present sustained expla-
nations of these matters, including especially the second book of his Life of
Moses (esp. 71-160) and the first book of his Special Laws.>' Philo’s approach
to our themes is remarkable for a number of reasons. First and foremost, we
will find in Philo knowledge of and interest in both of the themes explored in
chapter 2: in his own way, Philo understands the sacrificial process as imi-
tating the divine, and as playing a role in maintaining a holy presence on
earth. Second, Philo exhibits a broad interest in the details of the sacrificial
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process, beginning with ritual (and moral) purification. Indeed, Philo con-
sistently views both ritual and moral purity (and he clearly distinguishes
between these ideas) as prerequisites to sacrifice, and his overall interpretive
scheme applies, at least in part, to purification and sacrifice. Thus, preceding
Hubert and Mauss by nineteen hundred years, Philo may well present the
first truly integrated interpretation of the entire sacrificial process, beginning
with ritual and moral purification.

Philo’s works are also significant for our purposes because his approach
to ritual is extremely sympathetic: he is open to and fascinated by symbolic
understandings of priestly rites. As is well known, Philo is wont to entertain
rather fantastic, allegorical, interpretations of many biblical themes.>” Yet
Philo’s interpretations of ritual are not exclusively allegorical, nor are they
entirely symbolic in any narrow sense. He does not let his allegorical inter-
pretations lead to any rejection of sacrifices on the literal, performative level.>
Indeed, Philo made pilgrimage to the temple on at least one occasion (On
Providence frag. 2, 64). Thus his approach to purity and sacrifice can be rather
practical too. When explaining, for instance, the reasons why there are no
trees within the temple complex (Spec. Laws 1:74-75; cf. Deut. 16:21),** Philo
presents a number of justifications that are not really symbolic but rather
“functionalist,” or even simply practical. Philo suggests that the pleasure trees
provide is incompatible with the “sacred austerity” of the temple. Second,
Philo points out that vegetation requires fertilization—which comes from
excrement—and bringing such substance into the sanctuary would be most
unseemly. Third, plants are either of no use (producing no fruit) or a potential
source for distraction for those who would seek their fruit. Fourth, the pres-
ence of much growth would give opportunities to thieves and others to hide
from unsuspecting victims. Finally, Philo points out that the absence of trees
allows all who visit an unobstructed view. These explanations, while typically
Philonic, are hardly allegorical. Yet, as we will see, Philo approaches many
other aspects of the sacrificial process in a more symbolic manner. On the
whole, therefore, Philo’s approach to our concerns involves an interplay of
practical and symbolic explanations.

For all these reasons, those interested in the meanings ascribed by an-
cient Jews to sacrificial rituals would do well to pay due attention to Philo’s
works. Yet the question then arises: is what we find in Philo characteristic of
ancient Judaism in general or uniquely his own? Or, as Erwin Goodenough
famously argued, is Philo representative of a thoroughly Hellenized Judaism
that is generally unknown from other literature but in evidence particularly
in the archaeological record?*® In response partially to Goodenough’s pro-
vocative theses, a number of (especially Jewish) scholars endeavored to dem-
onstrate that Philo’s theology and practice were largely commensurate with
what we find in rabbinic literature.’® Going one step further in a slightly
different direction, Isaac Baer tried to identify within Philo’s works evidence
for the antiquity of the theurgic approach to sacrifice taken by medieval Jewish
mystics.”” It has even been argued that what we find in Philo represents the
reemergence of ancient royal cultic ideologies.”® The true state of affairs is
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probably more complicated than any single one of these approaches. In some
respects Philo’s works appear idiosyncratic, but in others he may well present
ideas that were known to—and in some cases even expressed by—other an-
cient Jews.>* We should therefore proceed with the willingness to identify
within Philo’s works both reflections of notions one can find elsewhere, and
the expression of ideas that are possibly unparalleled.

Prominent among Philo’s multifarious interpretations of cultic rites is
the notion that many aspects of the temple’s ritual and structure are to be
understood as representing elements of the cosmos.*® Philo, tellingly, empha-
sizes this point when he introduces his most detailed and sustained discus-
sion of sacrificial matters in the first book of Special Laws (1:66-67):

The highest, and in the truest sense the holy, temple of God is, as we
must believe, the whole universe, having for its sanctuary the most
sacred part of all existence, (namely) heaven; for its offerings, the
stars; for its priests, the angels who administer His powers as
unbodied souls, not compounds of rational and irrational nature, as
ours are, but with the irrational eliminated, all mind through and
through, pure intelligences, in the likeness of the One. There is also
the temple made by hands; for it was right that no check should be
given to the forwardness of those who pay their tribute to piety and
desire by means of sacrifices either to give thanks for the blessings
that befall them or ask pardon and forgiveness for sins.*'

This passage is characteristically dualistic, even allegorical. Yet it is not
without its practical concerns: Philo recognizes general human motivations
for sacrifice (thanksgiving and forgiveness), and the latter obviously has no
exact analogue in the cosmic realm.

Philo supports his general thesis by arguing that various aspects of the
temple’s structure, decoration, and furniture are to be explained as repre-
senting parts of the cosmos. In Special Laws, Philo turns first to the priestly
garb, which itself symbolizes the universe (1:82—97).** Philo also ascribes
cosmic significance to the twelve loaves (1:172) and elsewhere claims that the
incense burned in the inner altar represents the four elements (Who Is the
Heir 196-197). In one place, he even interprets the qualities of the animals
offered for sacrifice in light of the cosmic elements they represent (QA Gen.
3:3; but see Spec. Laws 1:162—165). In his treatment of the tabernacle in Life of
Moses, Philo similarly points out the cosmic significance of a number of
sacred items. While Philo entertains the idea that the two cherubim sym-
bolize the two hemispheres surrounding the earth (Moses 2:98), he prefers to
explain these as representing the creative and kingly aspects of the divine
(2:99). The altar and menorah are, however, explained cosmically, with the
former representing the earth and water in their central location, and the
latter representing the seven luminaries (2:101-103). Again, the priestly garb
is analyzed in detail, with cosmic symbolism as the main feature (2:109-135).
Philo presents a similar set of interpretations of cultic matters in Questions
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and Answers on Exodus, particularly from 2:51 through 2:124, which treats
Exodus 25:7-28:38.* Again, the cosmic symbolism of priestly garb figures
prominently in the extant portions of the work (2:107-124), though the
symbolisms of the menorah (2:73-81), veil (2:91-93), and other items are also
noted.**

While for Philo the entire temple symbolizes the cosmos, it is also
appropriate for the high priest himself to wear a garment symbolizing the
cosmos.* Tt reminds the priest to remain worthy of the world for which he
offers sacrifice, and to have the world with him as he does so (Spec. Laws 1:96).
Philo also suggests that the cosmic symbolism has a universalistic signifi-
cance: the priest is to offer prayer and sacrifice on behalf of the entire world
(1:97; cf. 2:163-167; Moses 2:134-135).*® Philo adds that by wearing the world,
the priest also transforms himself from human nature into cosmic nature
indeed, the priest himself becomes a small world (Moses 2:135). In Philo’s
cosmic allegory quoted above (Spec. Laws 1:66-67), the role played by the
angels in heaven is played by the priests on earth. This approach is found not
only in Philo but also in other ancient Jewish literature, as we will see. This
idea cannot be found—at least not explicitly—in the priestly traditions of
the Pentateuch, where angelology and other beliefs in intermediary figures are
downplayed (except, of course, for the idea of the divine presence). There are
hints even in the Pentateuch that ancient Israelites believed in such figures
(e.g., Gen. 6:1—4), but the priestly traditions focus on the need to establish a
sanctuary in which the worship of God by people imitating God’s nature will
attract the divine presence to dwell among them. The cosmic symbolism is
implied but not generally spelled out. In the later literature, such as Philo and
Josephus—as well as in earlier ancient Near Eastern texts—we find that the
cosmic symbolism becomes overt. It is with explicit cosmic symbolism (as
opposed to what remains implicit in the Hebrew Bible) that we find room for
what Philo believes: the idea that the role of the priests on earth is analogous
to the role of angels in heaven.

While the conceptual transformation involved in this development should
not be underestimated, it is also important to appreciate that the desire and
willingness to see priests as earthly counterparts to the angels involves by
necessity the willingness to recognize divine behavior within priestly rituals
and roles. As Philo himself says:

[the high priest is] endowed with a nature higher than the merely
human and to approximate the Divine, on the borderline, we may
truly say, between the two, that people may have a mediator through
whom they may propitiate God and God a subordinate to employ in
extending the abundance of his boons to men. (Spec. Laws 1:116;

cf. On Dreams 2:185-189)

In other words, the understanding of priests as analogous to angels also
exhibits certain significant continuities with the biblical understanding of
sacrifice as imitatio Dei.
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For Philo, a number of priestly restrictions are understood in this light.
We can begin by noting the regulations limiting the priests and prohibiting
the high priests from mourning (Lev. 21:1-3, 10-11): Philo’s statement quoted
above relates to these rules in particular. Priestly perfection is also manifest in
the marriage restrictions (Lev. 21:7-8, 13-15; Spec. Laws 1:102; On Dreams
2:185) and in the laws concerning priests with physical deformities (Spec. Laws
1:80-81, 117-118). For Philo, priestly holiness exemplifies the general en-
deavor to emulate the divine, a desire that comes naturally to people (The
Sacrifices of Abel and Cain 68). Thus while the laws he describes apply espe-
cially to priests—and particularly to the high priest—all people in their own
way are to emulate this priestly purity when they approach the sanctuary to
worship (Spec. Laws 2:163-164). By doing so, the entire nation becomes more
priestly, and by extension, more divine-like.

Various aspects of the sacrificial process are understood by Philo in this
light. He says a number of times that anyone who offers sacrifice must be
pure in both body and mind (Spec. Laws 1:256): “the law would have such a
person pure in body and soul, the soul purged of its passions and distempers
and infirmities and every viciousness of word and deed, the body of the
defilements which commonly beset it.” With regard to bodily purity, Philo
recognizes that the sources of ritual defilement are natural and unavoidable
(Spec. Laws 1:119, 257). Philo takes a particular interest in the defilement
resulting from contact with the dead, noting that when the soul departs the
body, the corpse that remains is now deprived of the divine image (3:207).
Philo also suggests that the purificatory procedures—which, in the case of
corpse impurity, involve water and ash—serve to remind the person who
would worship to remember what substances the body is composed of (1:261-266;
but cf. On Dreams 1:81-84). Thus, to avoid ritual defilement is to shun what is
natural but ungodly; the maintenance of ritual purity involves recognizing
and confronting the difference between persons and God.

The worshiper, however, must be pure with respect to not just the body
but also the soul. Philo consistently and explicitly views both ritual and moral
purity as prerequisites for the sacrificial process.*” Of course, compared to the
body, it is the soul that represents the most divine aspect of the person (Spec.
Laws 1:269). The various (bodily) ritual purity laws are therefore to be ex-
plained by virtue of the fact that the purity of the body is analogous to and
represents what is more important, the innocence of the soul (1:258).*
Conversely, ritual impurity represents transgression (1:209; cf. Unchange-
ableness of God 131-137). It stands to reason, therefore, that the sacrifices of-
fered by sinful people are unacceptable to God (Spec. Laws 1:270—272, 281;
Moses 2:107-108), and individual sinners are to be barred from the sanctuary
(Spec. Laws 1:159, 270, 324-325; 3:89).*° Some sacrificial procedures are also
understood as symbolizing the importance of worshiping in innocence. Philo
compares the priestly examination of the sacrificial animal to the person’s
examination of his own soul (1:260), and he even interprets the rite of laying a
hand upon the sacrificial animal as testifying to the offerer’s innocence (Spec.
Laws 1:202-204).%°
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Philo in this respect forges a synthesis between the prophetic and priestly
traditions—but it’s a synthesis that, like much else in Philo, contains some
idiosyncratic elements.”* We have already noted that the prophetic literature
and priestly traditions agree on the fact that the performance of grave sin can
(morally but not ritually) defile the sinner, the land, and the sanctuary. Philo
seems familiar with the biblical notion of moral defilement (especially but not
exclusively in Spec. Laws 1:257—272). But the philosopher’s approach is not in
all ways typical.>® Instead of focusing on the impact moral defilement may
have on the land and sanctuary (as in the priestly and prophetic traditions),
Philo’s central concern is on the effect moral defilement may on the indi-
vidual sinner’s soul. Thus an issue of communal concern becomes an issue of
individual concern. Moreover, the explicit ban on sinners in the sanctuary—
the inevitable result of Philo’s approach—is not known from either rabbinic
literature or Josephus.*® Indeed, it is quite difficult to imagine how such a ban
could have been enforced, if it ever existed apart from Philo’s wishes. At any
rate, it remains to state the obvious: for Philo, both bodily and moral per-
fection are preliminaries for sacrifice, and both make the person—priest or
layperson—more divine.

But it is not just the preliminaries to sacrifice that are understood by Philo
as aspects of a divinization (albeit a qualified one). A number of sacrificial
behaviors themselves are also understood by him as actions that emulate the
divine. Philo notes that just as those who offer sacrifices must be pure and
whole, so too the animals brought for sacrifice must be free of blemishes (Spec.
Laws 1:166). The priests, therefore, carefully examine the offering’s physical
state, just as they inquire of the offerer’s moral state; all this to express sym-
bolically that God sees all, and will turn away from any improper offering
(166-167). Philo also suggests that the division and dissection of the animal
represents God’s own ability to divide into powers and potencies (209). Philo
elsewhere emphasizes—when discussing Abraham’s cutting various animals
into two parts (Gen. 15:10)—that God alone has the capacity to divide things
perfectly evenly (Who Is the Heir 130, 141-142). Sacrificial cutting is an attempt,
therefore, to emulate an activity that only God does perfectly. Finally, the re-
quirement to maintain an everlasting flame is understood as emulating God’s
permanence (1:285). Indeed the sanctuary’s fire is no mere human flame but a
divine one, of incorruptible nature (Moses 2:158).>*

To be sure, Philo does not attempt to explain all aspects of the sacrificial
process in light of the concern to imitate the divine. We have already noted that
he understands the laying of hands as a statement of innocence (1:203). He
also understands the washings of the animal’s belly as a cleansing of lust, and
the washing of the feet as representing the soul’s ability to leap from earth to
heaven (1:206-207; cf. On the Migration of Abraham 67). Philo identifies var-
ious other layers of symbolism in the choice of animals selected for sacrifice
(1:162-165) and in the choice of which limbs and organs are designated for the
priest or the altar (1:145-151). But the existence of these other symbolisms does
not mitigate the fact that for Philo—just as in the priestly traditions—one
important symbolic aspect of sacrificial practice is imitatio Dei.
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Philo’s approach is not just in continuity with the priestly traditions but
also on some level in tension with it, for this philosopher makes frequent and
explicit reference to the roles of mediator figures. Those offering sacrifice—
and especially those who officiate—do become more divine in the process, but
in truth they become more like God’s angels or subordinates than they be-
come like God. For Philo, this is particularly true of the way he conceives of the
high priest. We have already noted how, for Philo, the high priest becomes—
through various ritual restrictions, and by being adorned in his own special
way—particularly close to the divine. He becomes God’s mediating servant
(Spec. Laws 1:114-116) and even his own microcosmos (Moses 2:135). In this
respect, Philo builds on and develops an attitude that appears in Ben Sira and
Aristeas: the idea that the high priest has an extraworldly nature and ap-
pearance (Ben Sira 45:8-12, 50:5-11; Aristeas 96—99). More characteristically
Philonic is the view that the high priest is the Logos (On Dreams 1:215; On the
Migration of Abraham 102).>> Again, we find that Philo specifically—and the
other sources mentioned more generally—exists in constructive tension with
the earlier priestly traditions of the Pentateuch. The priestly understanding of
sacrificial activity as imitatio Dei is continued and developed in these notions
of imitatio angeli.

These ancient Jewish interests in angels and divine potencies also exist in
some tension with the earlier priestly concerns to maintain the divine pres-
ence within the sanctuary. Philo says quite clearly that it is not God himself
who dwells in the sanctuary but an “image of divine excellence” (Who is the
Heir 112—-113). Of course, to whatever degree the high priest represents—or in
fact is—the Logos, here too we find an interest in a divine entity dwelling in
the sanctuary. This is not the place to consider the general controversies
surrounding the nature and origins of Philo’s understanding of the Logos.>®
But we must consider the degree to which Philo’s statements regarding the
Logos in the temple reflect earlier understandings of God’s presence within
the sanctuary.

While the priestly traditions in the Pentateuch speak of God’s presence
dwelling in the sanctuary, the Deuteronomic traditions tend to emphasize
the dwelling of God’s name in the sanctuary (e.g., Deut. 12:5, 11). Whether this
difference is simply semantic or expressive of some significant theological
dispute remains unclear. Some scholars emphasize the difference between
priestly and Deuteronomic traditions on this point (usually positing also a
linear development).>” One commentator, for example, says: “by speaking in-
stead of God’s name as dwelling in the chosen place, Deuteronomy seeks to
correct the impression that God Himself literally dwells there: only His name
‘dwells’ there, whereas God Himself is in Heaven.””*®

Yet there is reason to wonder whether the difference between the priestly
and Deuteronomic traditions is really all that great, or even drawn so neatly.
Certainly the Deuteronomistic tradition—in evidence most famously in 1
Kings 8:27—maintains that God’s real dwelling is in heaven (cf. Deut.
26:15).>° But Deuteronomy itself still speaks of the altar as “before the Lord”
(e.g., 127, 27:7).°° Other texts, too, seem to use the referents interchangeably
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(e.g., Jer. 7:7, 12).°" On the other hand, we find in the priestly tradition ref-
erences to God’s “glory” dwelling among the people (Exod. 40:34), with the
implication that God may be elsewhere t00.°> Certainly it is highly unlikely
that the priestly tradition thought that God dwelled only or exclusively in the
sanctuary. As we have seen, regardless of what the priestly traditions say about
God dwelling in the sanctuary, what the priestly strands depict—and depict
more than once—is a fiery presence coming down from heaven (Exod. 24:17;
Lev. 9:24, etc.). At the most we find separating the two strands a shift in
emphasis and differing concerns with proper expression—but not a hard-and-
fast distinction between a concrete theology (in P) and an abstract one (in D).
Indeed, until we know better what it means for God’s name—or is it God’s
Name?—to dwell anywhere, we shouldn’t draw too sharp of a contrast be-
tween these two strains of Israelite tradition.

The significance for all this for our purposes is the possibility that Philo’s
concept of the Logos dwelling in the sanctuary may not be all that different
in essence from earlier understandings of God’s name, glory, or presence
dwelling there. Of course, Philo’s expression is decidedly Hellenistic—and
perhaps distinctly Philonic in its particular complexity. But even when he
depicts the Logos dwelling in the temple, Philo may be presenting a sacrificial
ideology that is representative of broader streams of the Jewish tradition.®®

Philo’s approach to purity, sacrifice, and the temple is truly remarkable.
His approach is integrated, sympathetic, and symbolic. Moreover, his ap-
proach exhibits a number of continuities with earlier ancient Jewish and even
Israelite traditions. And this is particularly fortunate for us, since he also
presents us with the most sustained and sophisticated analysis of purity and
sacrifice in ancient Jewish literature. Philo sees ritual (and moral) purification
as part of a process of divinization that leads to the sacrificial encounter with
God’s earthly presence. Jean Laporte has suggested that while Philo’s ap-
proach to purity is typically Jewish, his approach to sacrifice is not.** This may
be true of the sacrificial themes Laporte focuses on. But when we consider the
themes that Philo uses to connect purity and sacrifice together—in particular
his modification of imitatio Dei—we find that Philo’s approach accords well
with earlier views. In short, while many of his expressions are deeply Helle-
nistic, and aspects of his approach are probably idiosyncratic, Philo may well
help us understand better one of the dominant symbolic approaches to these
matters in ancient Judaism: the idea that the temple represents the cosmos,
and the priests serve as its angelic caretakers.

The Cosmic Temple in Rabbinic and Medieval Judaism

Tracing echoes of these notions in subsequent Jewish literature is a compli-
cated process. Indeed, tracing practically any nonlegal matter in rabbinic
sources can be most difficult, for while the legal sources are (relatively) well
organized—reaping the benefits of having been systematically studied in the
medieval and early modern ages—the realm of nonlegal aggadic sources is
both rather chaotic in its nature and less well studied.”® As a result, the
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contemporary scholar is left all to often to rely on inadequate printed editions
that are either difficult to find or cumbersome to use or both. Scholarship can
benefit in general from the two prodigious attempts at synthesizing aggadic
materials—Louis Ginzberg’s Legends of the Jews and H. N. Bialik and Y. H.
Ravnitzky’s Sefer Ha-Aggadah—Dbut, alas, neither treats the themes that inter-
est us in any great detail.*® Indeed, while there are some thorough thematic
surveys tracing the idea of a temple in the cosmos in rabbinic literature,®’
there are precious few studies devoted to tracing the idea of the temple as
representing the cosmos in rabbinic literature.°® Nonetheless, we can say a
few things about the persistence of these ideas in Jewish literature beyond the
time of Josephus and Philo.

A number of rabbinic traditions speak quite generally about the cosmic
significance of the temple. In some sources, the city of Jerusalem and its
sanctuary are referred to as the “navel of the earth” (y=&7 m12w; cf. Ezek.
38:12),°” a metaphor that emphasizes not only the temple’s centrality but also
its function as the point of connection between the created world below and
the creator above.”® A number of sources also speak of the “foundation stone”
(7N jax)—a rock located within the temple’s inner courts that, according to
tradition, was the keystone from which the entire world was formed.”! Indeed,
some sources refer to both concepts (e.g., Tanhuma Qedoshim 10 [ed. Buber

39b)):

Just as the navel is in the center of a person, so the land of Israel is
the navel of the earth, as it is said, ““those who live at the navel”? of the
earth” (Ezek. 38:12)....The land of Israel sits in the center of the
world, Jerusalem in the center of the land of Israel, the temple in
the center of Jerusalem, the sanctuary in the center of the temple, the
ark in the center of the sanctuary, and the foundation stone—from
which the world was formed—sits in front of the sanctuary.

These traditions—while important for understanding the cosmic significance
ascribed to the temple in the rabbinic period—stop short of claiming that the
temple symbolizes the cosmos, and therefore they are not directly parallel to or
dependent upon the traditions preserved by Philo and Josephus surveyed
earlier.

We noted in chapter 2 that a homology between the creation of the world
and the building of the tabernacle is implied in biblical narrative, though no
explicit statement to this effect can be found in scripture. Various rabbinic
traditions notice and develop the analogy. For instance, one tradition pre-
served in both Midrash Tanhuma Pequday 2 (in traditional editions only) and
Numbers Rabbah 12:13 presents an extended comparison of the seven-day
creation of the earth with the process of building the tabernacle, because the
tabernacle is parallel to the world.”*> Other traditions similarly compare the
creation of the world with the building of the tabernacle, or view the creation
of the world as completed by the construction of the tabernacle, all to the
effect of emphasizing in only a rather general way the cosmic significance of
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Israel’s holy place of worship.”* Very few rabbinic sources take this analogy
one step further, identifying the specific points of comparison between the
cosmos and the sacred precincts. Nonetheless, we find a few rabbinic sources
that interpret one or another of the tabernacle’s (or temple’s) features as sym-
bolic of an aspect of the universe. For instance, the menorah, with its seven
branches, is once again compared to the planets (Num. Rabbah 15:7; Targum
Pseudo-Jonathan to Exod. 39:37); the temple’s marble appears to look like
water (b. Sukkah 51b; see also b. Hagigah 14b), and the tabernacle’s golden
hooks (Exod. 26:6) are remembered as resembling the stars (Exod. Rabbah
35:6; Num. Rabbah 12:8; Song Rabbah 3:25 [to Song 3:11], and Pesikta de-Rab
Kahana 1:3 [ed. Mandelbaum 7-8]).”° For the most part, however, the devel-
oped temple-as-cosmos analogy that we find in Josephus and Philo (and in the
literature of the ancient Near East) seems unknown in later rabbinic sources.

But there is one striking exception. One curious midrashic work—of un-
known date or provenance—contains within it a fully developed symbolic anal-
ysis of the tabernacle’s structure, remarkably reminiscent of Josephus and Philo.
This work is known as Midrash Tadshe (i.e., Midrash “Sprout”) for its opening
exegesis of Genesis 1:11. The work is traditionally attributed to a tannaitic figure
named Phineas ben Yair, who is remembered for his stringent piety and ascetic
behavior (e.g., m. Sotah 9:15; b. Hullin 7a—b; Gen. Rabbah 60:8). Midrash Tadshe
says explicitly that the tabernacle represents the universe. Moreover, the thesis is
developed fully: the holy of holies is compared to the heavens, the inner court to
the earth, the courtyard to the sea, the twelve oxen (1 Kgs. 7:25) to the zodiac, and
so forth (Tadshe 2).”° A subsequent passage (Tadshe 11) also develops the sym-
bolism of the menorah as compared to the seven planets.

The antiquity of the work as we have it, let alone its attribution to Phineas
ben Yair, is extremely doubtful. Certain aspects of the work betray familiarity
with medieval Jewish mysticism—for instance, Tadshe 2 compares a mea-
surement of ten cubits with the ten sephirot (divine emanations) known from
Sefer Yetzirah and other medieval mystical texts.”” Indeed, in the late nine-
teenth century, Abraham Epstein attributed the work as we have it to the
eleventh-century mystic and exegete Moshe ha-Darshan.”® Yet as Epstein also
demonstrated, the work draws on various older traditions, and it seems certain
that at least some passages are based closely upon traditions also preserved
in Jubilees. For instance, Tadshe 6 notes that the twenty-two generations from
Adam to Jacob correspond to the same number of species created by God in the
first six days (see Jub. 2:23). Tadshe 8—which relates the days of the months on
which Jacob’s sons were born—bears a striking, but inexact, resemblance to
traditions also preserved in Jubilees 28:11-24.”° To explain these correspon-
dences without positing the antiquity of Midrash Tadshe, Epstein suggested—
implausibly, but not impossibly—that various rabbinic authorities continued to
have access to the book of Jubilees, in its original Hebrew, well into the Middle
Ages.*° Where Epstein recognized parallels between Midrash Tadshe and Philo
as well, he posited that Phineas ben Yair edited an expanded edition of Jubilees,
based in part on Philo’s works. Moshe ha-Darshan, in turn, based Midrash
Tadshe on this expanded edition of Jubilees.®!
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It was nearly sixty years before Midrash Tadshe was thoroughly reexamined
by Samuel Belkin.*” Belkin was willing to accept that Moshe ha-Darshan was
responsible for Midrash Tadshe as we have it, but he was unwilling to ac-
cept Epstein’s hypotheses concerning a medieval Hebrew expanded edition of
Jubilees. Belkin—who authored various monographs on Philo—was not one
to shortchange the parallels between Philo and Midrash Tadshe. Indeed, as
Belkin’s thorough review demonstrates, the Midrash exhibits many more
parallels with Philo than with Jubilees. For instance, the very first lines of
the work—which question why the heavenly bodies were not created until
the fourth day—bears striking resemblance to Philo’s On the Creation 45. Of
course, as we have noted, the Midrash’s symbolic treatment of the tabernacle
parallels Philo much more than Jubilees. Yet Belkin did not believe that Philo
was read by Jews in the Middle Ages. Instead, Belkin proposed that the
parallels between Philo and Midrash Tadshe—such as those dealing with
the symbolism of the tabernacle—are to be explained by the fact that both
are based on a common tradition of allegorical midrash that dates back to the
Hellenistic period.*?

More recently, it has been noted that a number of passages from Midrash
Tadshe—including those positing a correspondence between the tabernacle
and the cosmos—appear in a curious Byzantine work, The Christian Topog-
raphy of Cosmas. Was this medieval Christian work known to the author of
Midrash Tadshe?®* In a response to this suggestion, it has been noted that the
correspondence between the tabernacle and the cosmos is also articulated in
early medieval Jewish liturgical poetry, including especially a piyyut attributed
to Eliezer b. Kallir.*> And so the transmission history behind Midrash Tadshe
remains unclear. Perhaps the author of Tadshe knew of such piyyutim; per-
haps he had access to the Christian Topography; or perhaps all three of these
texts testify to a greater medieval Jewish and Christian interest in the cosmos-
tabernacle analogy.

Unfortunately, Midrash Tadshe has not been well studied of late, and the
questions pertaining to this text’s date and provenance remain unanswered.
Butin a way, we can reach the same general conclusion regardless of how these
questions are resolved. If indeed Midrash Tadshe (or, what is more likely, just
certain parts of it) should prove to be of genuine early rabbinic provenance, then
we could demonstrate that some rabbis continued to reflect on the temple as
cosmos symbolism that we also know of from Josephus and Philo. On the other
hand, if Midrash Tadshe were proven to be entirely medieval in origin, then we
would be faced with the question of explaining medieval Jewish knowledge of
specific textual traditions that can be traced back to Philo and Jubilees.*® In this
case, we might then be forced to reach practically the same conclusion that we
would have to reach if the antiquity of Midrash Tadshe were proven: at least some
ancient Jewish authorities in the rabbinic period continued to reflect on and
transmit traditions concerning the tabernacle’s cosmic symbolism.

One final realm of evidence may well testify to the significance of the
temple-as-cosmos notion in the memory of Jews living in the rabbinic era.
Tourists, students, and even scholars are often baffled when confronted with
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the image of a zodiac on the mosaic floors of ancient Jewish synagogues.®’
Pictorial depictions of the zodiac have been uncovered in least six synagogues
from the Byzantine period: Beth Alpha, Hammath-Tiberias, Huseifa, Na’aran,
Sepphoris, and Khirbet Susiya.*® In addition to these, an aniconic listing of
the zodiac signs appears on the mosaic floor of the Ein Gedi synagogue.
For our purposes, what is striking about these mosaics is that—without
exception—they also display an interest in temple imagery. At Beth Alpha,
Hammath-Tiberias, and Na’aran, the zodiac panels are placed directly below
an image of the ark flanked by two menorahs. At Sepphoris, the zodiac also
appears below an ark flanked by two menorahs, but there are other scenes
depicting sacrificial practices between the ark panel and the zodiac panel. But
even on the other floors, the menorahs are never too far away from the zodiac.
What to make of this juxtaposition?

It is certainly possible that that the zodiac images symbolize the calendar
or even serve to aid the communities in their determination of seasons and
times.*® Problematic for this theory is the often-noted fact that a number of
these mosaic floors are misaligned:*° the corner panels depicting the four sea-
sons are not placed alongside the corresponding months, except at Hammath-
Tiberias and Sepphoris. Moreover, this theory fails to explain adequately the
consistent appearance of specific astral symbols, including Helios, in the center
of the zodiacs: there’s no practical purpose for this image. A number of church
mosaics—including the nearby and contemporary monastery of Kyria Maria at
Beth-Shean—depict the zodiac as a series of seasonal labors, and again there is
little reason to discern a practical purpose here.”’ Perhaps, therefore, the cal-
culation of time is not the only impetus behind these mosaics. It has also been
suggested that for some of these mosaics, the menorah-flanked ark may rep-
resent the holy of holies, while the zodiac may represent the hall of the sanc-
tuary in which the twelve loaves were placed, alongside many other items
interpreted cosmically by Philo, Josephus, and others.””> Without necessarily
endorsing the latter proposal in all its intricacy, it certainly remains quite
possible that there is some connection between the juxtaposition of the temple
and zodiac images on temple floors and the understanding of the temple as
representing the cosmos. Indeed, virtually all sources (even Midrash Tadshe 2)
that understand the temple as representing the cosmos find some correspon-
dence between one of the temple’s twelves and the zodiac. Thus, considering all
that we have reviewed in this chapter, it is possible that the frequent juxtapo-
sition of zodiac and temple imagery demonstrates the continued familiarity
with and belief in the notion expressed centuries earlier by Philo and Josephus:
the temple represents the cosmos.

In the final analysis, the evidence from Midrash Tadshe, the synagogue
floors, and other miscellaneous literary sources certainly suggests that some Jews
continued to understand the temple (or tabernacle) as representing the universe,
well into and beyond the rabbinic period. At the same time, we must remain
cautious, for the bulk of rabbinic traditions concerning the tabernacle or the
temple are either unfamiliar with or unconcerned with this cosmic symbolism.
The rabbinic sources, as I will soon show, are much more concerned with a



128 SECOND TEMPLE, SYMBOLISM, AND SUPERSESSIONISM

different symbolic approach to the temple: that the earthly one corresponds to
and represents the temple in heaven.

A Temple in Heaven

The idea that the earthly temple represents the cosmos is not the only way
ancient Jews conceived of a temple-centered correspondence between heaven
and earth. The other way this connection was understood was by positing
that the earthly temple correlates to a heavenly one. According to this perspec-
tive, the earthly temple represents not the entire cosmos, but only part of it:
God’s heavenly dwelling. And the priestly, sacrificial worship on earth is un-
derstood to correspond to and in some way emulate the angelic praise of God in
the heavens. A number of texts testify to this idea, including various sources
from the Pseudepigrapha, the Dead Sea Scrolls, and rabbinic literature. 1 Enoch
and the Testament of Levi each describe the vision of a heavenly temple as seen
by an earth-born visionary during an ascent to heaven.”> The idea of a temple in
heaven also runs through the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, a work known from
fragmentary manuscripts uncovered at Qumran and Masada. While this work
does not describe a heavenly journey per se, it does describe in detail the ways
the angels worship God in the heavenly temple. Among rabbinic literature, we
find scattered references to heavenly sanctuaries in various midrashic and
talmudic sources. In addition, the notion permeates the mystical Hekhalot texts.
Unfortunately, however, the current understanding of the nature and history of
the heavenly temple idea is rather limited. Again, contributing to the problem is
the fact that much of the scholarly literature on this notion is imprecise.

In fact, ancient Jewish literature knows of two distinct ways temples of one
sort or another are conceived or seen in heaven. The manner that is of signif-
icance here is when those on earth imagine the ways in which the angels
worship God in a heavenly temple (we will survey the key examples below). But
in a number of instances, ancient Jewish literature imagines a seer taken to
heaven to be shown there models or images of the temple, in order to illustrate
the way the temple is to be constructed on earth (e.g., 2 Baruch 4:5; Philo, Life of
Moses 2:74—76; Pseudo-Philo, Biblical Antiquities 11:15; cf. Wisd. Sol. 9:8). These
sources and others like them constitute a tradition elaborating on tantalizingly
vague biblical passages such as Exodus 25:9, which says that Moses was shown
in heaven an image or a model (M"2n) of the sanctuary he was to build on earth
(see also Exod. 25:40, 26:30, 27:8). Scriptural tradition also indicates that David
was somehow privy to such knowledge, which he passed to his son Solomon, in
writing (1 Chron. 28:11—20). Finally, the most important scriptural tradition
regarding a heavenly image of an earthly temple is surely Ezekiel’s elaborate
vision of the future temple (Ezek. 40-48, discussed in chapter 3).

Over time, a corollary version of this kind of tradition developed. By
combination of the accounts concerning Moses’ vision of the tabernacle’s
patterns with Ezekiel’s vision of the future temple, a set of traditions emerged
that imagined that a glorious new temple was in heaven, ready and waiting to
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descend to earth at the end of days, and able to be seen by those visionaries
who ascend to heaven (e.g., 1 Enoch 90:28-37; 2 Baruch 4:1-6; 2 Esdras 10:
25-28; cf. the Temple Scroll XXIX:9-10 and The New Jerusalem texts from
Qumran).”* These sources, too, reflect the idea that God may choose to show a
prophet a heavenly model of a temple that is meant to exist on earth. This is
vastly different, however, from the idea that there is ongoing angelic worship of
God in a permanent heavenly temple that can be visited by those earthly beings
privileged to ascend to it.

George Buchanan Gray pointed out quite some time ago that sources like
Exodus 25:9 (which speak of the sanctuary’s pattern) cannot be taken as the
background to, or as evidence for, the notion that a permanent temple exists in
heaven, in which God is worshiped by the angels.”® Unfortunately, Gray’s ob-
servation has not received the attention it deserves, and jumblings of the various
notions appear in scholarly literature,”® and even in current editions of the
Pseudepigrapha.”” Scholars would do well, however, to follow Gray’s admoni-
tion: the appearance of one idea in no way suggests the appearance of another.”®
Philo, for instance, will elaborate on the idea that Moses saw heavenly images or
patterns of the earthly temple (Moses 2:74—76; cf. QA on Exod. 2:52, 82, 90), even
while at the same time Philo does not appear to believe in the existence of a
heavenly temple.”® Similarly, passages such as 2 Baruch 4:1-6—which describes
a temple in heaven ready for descent to earth—cannot be used as evidence for the
belief of a temple in heaven in which angels worship God on a regular basis. The
two motifs are, to be sure, explicitly linked together—possibly for the first time—
in Hebrews 8:1—5 (which we will examine in chapter 7); but the linkage is not
inherently necessary, and it is improper, based on the appearance of one of these
two ideas to presume the presence or influence of the other. It is also improper to
assume that one idea develops from the other.'®

A further problem encountered in the scholarship tracing the history of
these notions is the frequent assumption that one or another of these ideas is in
some fashion an articulation of an antitemple or antipriestly perspective. This
erroneous assumption is particularly common in scholarship regarding the
idea of a temple in heaven—indeed practically every text to be surveyed below is
assumed without proper cause to be critical of the Jerusalem temple, its ritual,
or its personnel.’®" The assumption that this idea is inherently critical of the
temple can perhaps be traced to the fact that the early Christian leader Stephen
was said to have appealed to the idea of a heavenly temple in the course of his
criticism of the earthly temple (Acts 7:48-50). But Stephen’s speech—which
we will turn to briefly toward the end of this book—ought not be the basis on
which the entire idea is evaluated. Indeed, there is nothing inherently anti-
temple in the idea of imagining that the earthly sanctuary has an analogue in
heaven. But to justify this argument, we must turn now to the texts themselves.

1 Enoch: A Primeval Visit to a Temple in Heaven

To study ancient Jewish conceptions of a temple in heaven, the best place to
begin is with the depiction of Enoch’s ascent in the Book of Watchers (1 Enoch



130 SECOND TEMPLE, SYMBOLISM, AND SUPERSESSIONISM

1-36).'” An emerging scholarly consensus dates the work to some time in the
third century B.c.&., based in part on the fragmentary evidence from Qumran.'®*
Yet there is much that remains unclear concerning this work’s origin and social
location. The main issue that concerns us, however, is whether or not the work
intends to articulate a criticism of the earthly priesthood or temple.

Expanding on Genesis 6:1-4, 1 Enoch relates how various angels con-
sorted with earthly women. These angels morally defiled themselves in their
sexual activity (9:8, 10:11, 124, 15:3—4, 19:1), with the result that they are
expelled from heaven (14:5).'** Enoch then ascends to heaven in part to in-
tercede on behalf of the sinful angels. In the course of his travels, Enoch
travels to and is admitted into God’s heavenly temple (14:8—25). There he sees
a structure built of marble and crystal (14:10) that exudes, paradoxically, both
heat and cold, from fire and ice (14:13). This description builds on Ezekiel
in particular (see Ezek. 1:4, 13, 22, 27 for the juxtaposition of fire and ice) as
well as, more generally, ancient Near Eastern depictions of storm-like theo-
phanies.'® Like the earthly temple, the heavenly temple appears to have
three zones, with God in the innermost chamber.'®® While the earthly cult is
ministered by priests, the heavenly worship is carried out by cherubim and
other angels (14:12, 18)."”” And just as on earth, the heavenly temple is an
exclusive place: only the purest can be admitted to God’s presence (14:21). As
Watchers relates, Enoch’s ascent constitutes the first stop on a tour whose
itinerary also includes visits to the center and ends of the cosmos. Presumably,
the center of the cosmos is the place where the earthly temple will eventu-
ally be built (26:1-6).'°® Yet whatever he learns from the rest of the tour,
surely Enoch’s ascent to heaven serves to highlight the fact that the fallen
angels—for whom he was asked to intercede—are no longer fit to encounter
God’s presence or to perform heavenly worship (15:1-7).

Although there are some dissenting voices, a number of interpreters
believe that the Book of Watchers takes “a dim view of the Jerusalem temple
and its cult.”'*® The arguments in favor of such a view include (1) Enoch visits
a heavenly temple, and not an earthly one;'"° (2) the sins of the angels are to be
understood as analogous to sexual sins of earthly priests, as explicitly noted in
other texts such as T. Levi (see below);'"" and (3) the seer’s ascent begins not
from Jerusalem but from Mount Hermon (well to the north of Zion).""

There is no evidence within the Book of Watchers to defend the claim that
visions of a heavenly temple constitute a critique of the earthly one. The idea
that God resides in heaven does not undercut the possibility of God’s pres-
ence, glory, or name dwelling in an earthly temple. The Book of Watchers
begins with a reminder that God has the capacity to move from heaven to
earth (1:3—4; cf. 4Q 201 I:5-6). Of equal importance is the fact that Watchers is
set back in the time of Enoch, when—even according to the priestly Penta-
teuchal traditions—God has not yet caused a divine presence to reside in an
earthly sanctuary. Enoch cannot visit an earthly temple, for none exists in
his day.'"? It is conceivable that God could have traveled to earth to meet
with Enoch—as Nickelsburg suggests''*—but the idea that Enoch is taken
up to heaven is not invented by an author who seeks to criticize the earthly
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temple: Enoch’s being taken to heaven is the one scriptural “fact” (Gen. 5:24)
that 1 Enoch has to work with! Even if we are to understand that God resides
in the heavenly temple exclusively and not ever in any earthly analogue, it is
important to recognize that this is not really a criticism of an earthly temple—
it’s a criticism of the earth.

While it would appear logical to assume that an earthly temple would be
more prone to pollution than a heavenly one, that logical assumption is un-
dercut, not supported, by 1 Enoch. According to this text, the heavenly temple,
no different from the earthly one, is prone to pollution by a fornicating
priesthood. Why this necessarily constitutes a criticism of an earthly temple is
unclear to me. It is certainly true that the angels in the heavenly temple are
analogous to the priests in the earthly one. But the narrative of some sinful
angels is no more antipriestly than it is antiangelic. Finally, we probably should
not make too much of Enoch’s ascent to heaven from Mount Hermon (as
opposed to Zion). Zion is not even the highest mountain in Jerusalem, let alone
the region; the obvious significance of Hermon is its height."'> The Book of
Watchers itself considers Jerusalem to be the center of the world (1 Enoch 26)."*°

The Book of Watchers relates how Enoch, in his day, encountered God in a
heavenly temple, at a time when that heavenly temple was nearly polluted by
fornicating angels. That God is in heaven in Enoch’s day does not preclude or
limit his capacity to dwell on earth in some fashion, at a later time. That some
of God’s own angels will fall into transgression certainly does not constitute a
prediction that all earthly priests will inevitably fall short. But if they should,
they will be following in the footsteps of beings greater than they. The Book of
Waitchers can still be read as a critique of the temple, but it would have to be
granted that there is no intrinsic need to read the text in such a fashion.

The Testament of Levi: A Priestly Patriarch in the Angels’ Temple

Whatever its origin and purpose, 1 Enoch is the earliest exemplar of a literary
tradition that was to extend down through the ancient period, and well into
the Middle Ages. The Book of Watchers' account of a visit to the heav-
enly temple is developed in various ancient apocalyptic texts, and even later
documents of Jewish Merkabah mysticism. We cannot and need not review all
this material, but we must turn our attention here to a document that is
clearly of import—the Testament of Levi—which tells of an ascent to the
heavenly temple, by a paradigmatic priestly figure.

The questions surrounding the origin and purpose of the Testaments of the
Twelve Patriarchs (of which T. Levi constitutes a part) are even more compli-
cated than the questions concerning 1 Enoch.''” The Testaments are known
primarily from various medieval Greek manuscripts that clearly exhibit
Christian characteristics: T. Levi 4:4, for instance, speaks of the impaled son of
God. Many scholars believe that the Christian-sounding passages constitute
glosses to an essentially Jewish text, and that these were added in late an-
tiquity or the middle ages by the Christian scribes who preserved the work."'®
Others, however, find that the Christian elements predominate, and that
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therefore in their current form the Testaments constitute a largely Christian
work, albeit one that develops earlier Jewish traditions.'"® Prominent among
the Jewish traditions behind T. Levi is the so-called Aramaic Levi Document,
preserved fragmentarily at Qumran and in various medieval manuscripts.'*°
The extant Aramaic material—that which is undoubtedly Jewish in origin—
does not preserve an account of Levi’s ascent to a heavenly temple. Still, we
have reason to turn here to Levi’s ascent as described in T. Levi, even though
the Testaments may have been thoroughly Christianized. We do so because
when it comes to the passage describing Levi’s ascent, there is good reason to
think that we are dealing with some authentic ancient Jewish material.'?!

T. Levi’s description of the patriarch’s vision is not unlike what we find in
1 Enoch.'?® T. Levi describes the seer’s ascent from a high mountain (2:6),
through the heavens to the cosmic holy of holies (3:4), where he sees God, as
worshiped by the angels. Again, the visionary passes through a meteorologi-
cally phenomenal combination of fire and ice (3:3). Once more, the temple
in heaven is like the earthly temple; it’s a multichambered structure, with
limited access even among the angels to its innermost recesses (3:2—8). With-
out undermining these similarities, Levi’s vision is, in some important ways,
more detailed than Enoch’s. For one thing, we find in T. Levi what may be the
earliest explicit reference to seven heavens, something that will become stan-
dard in Jewish mysticism of the rabbinic period.'** We also find in T. Levi
a more developed association between priests and angels: T. Levi 8:1-19 tells
of a subsequent vision during which the patriarch is anointed with oil and
dressed in priestly garb.'** The overall thrust of these visions is clear: in doing
their cultic duties, the priests are emulating angels, in a manner in which
their progenitor was instructed by angels. Indeed, as the document says later,
earthly purity is in emulation of heavenly purity (14:3).

Perhaps the most important detail provided in T. Levi is the first explicit
reference to a sacrificial service in the sixth heaven, where (3:5-6): “(5) there
are the angels of the presence of the Lord, those who minister and make
propitiation to the Lord for all the sins of ignorance of the righteous, (6) and
they offer to the Lord a pleasant odour, a reasonable and bloodless offer-
ing.”'?* There are a number of remarkable facets to this passage. Of course
it must first be pointed out that the reference to a “reasonable and bloodless
offering”—which recalls Romans 12:1—is surely a Christian gloss."'?® But one
should also note that the image of a temple in heaven (let alone one with a
sacrificial service of any sort) contradicts the rather clear thrust of Revelation
21:22, in which an early Christian seer relates that there is no temple in the
heavenly Jerusalem. Thus there is reason to take seriously the possibility that
the essence of the report here is, at origin, a Jewish one, made safe for
Christianity by the assertion that the heavenly worship is “reasonable and
bloodless.”

T. Levi reports that the sacrificial service takes place not in the highest
heaven but in the one immediately below that. There is no chance that any
slight to sacrifice is intended by this—in fact, this placement shows that the
author remains familiar with the structure of the earthly temple as laid out in
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the various accounts, including the priestly traditions. The earthly sacrificial
altar is not located in the holy of holies but outside it (Exod. 40:29). This fact
may help explain why most visions of the heavenly temple don’t mention any
sacrifice in heaven at all. Some believe that the paucity of images of heavenly
sacrifice is to be explained by the fact that those who imagine a temple in
heaven are those who are deprived of participation in the temple on earth."?’
I see no justification for this assumption. We have very few reliably ancient
Jewish images of the heavenly temple, and it bears repeating that even T. Levi
may not be such a reliably ancient Jewish vision. Those visions that we do
have do not undoubtedly emerge among groups who have turned away from,
or been forced out of, the earthly temple, despite frequent assumptions to this
effect. There is in fact a much simpler reason why most visions of heaven do
not dwell on heavenly sacrifice: in these visions the emphasis is on the holy of
holies itself—in which no sacrifice takes place, either in heaven, or on earth.

When it comes to evaluating the attitude expressed in T. Levi toward the
priesthood, much of what was said above with regard to 1 Enoch also applies.
There is nothing inherently antitemple about envisioning a temple in heaven.
This is particularly the case when the figure depicted as seeing such a temple
is one who lived long before any earthly temple was constructed. Just as
Enoch lived long before any priestly tabernacle (let alone temple) was con-
structed, so too did Levi. The possibility of a divine presence dwelling in an
earthly temple is by no means precluded in T. Levi (see 5:2).

There is nothing inherently antipriestly in T. Levi either. It is true that the
sins of future priests are foretold (14:1-8). The sins include not just the sex-
ual matters that we might expect (following 1 Enoch) but also various other
transgressions. Perhaps with the sins of Eli’s sons in mind (1 Sam. 2:12-17),
the priests are warned against theft (14:5). And with various priestly and
prophetic precedents in mind, Levi is warned that these transgressions will
lead to the moral defilement of the temple (15:1). Of course these concerns are
all scriptural, even priestly.'*® To be sure, distinctly Christian elements are to
be found here too, especially in the prediction that the priests will kill a savior
(14:4) and possibly also in the expressed hope for a new priesthood (8:14,
18:2-14; cf. Hebrews 4:14-7:28).'*° But Robert Kugler and others are able to
discern perfectly Jewish motives for imagining a seer envisioning a new
priesthood coming in to replace a sinful and dispossessed predecessor: this,
after all, is precisely what was understood to have occurred by the majority of
Jews who eventually recognized the legitimacy of the non-Zadokite Has-
monean priesthood in the late second century B.c.e.'*° It is interesting that
T. Levi does not “predict” that some righteous group of priests will be cut off
from the earthly temple, as it very well could have were it of interest (and were
the document sectarian). To the contrary, T. Levi seems remarkably un-
interested in Zadokite or any other specific line of priestly descent—perhaps
any worthy descendant of Levi is supposed to qualify.”*' Regardless of
whether one agrees with Kugler in his belief that the original Testament of Levi
was composed to support the Hasmonean priesthood, one must admit that
there is nothing antitemple or even antipriestly about a document “predicting”
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priestly transgression and subsequent changes to the priestly lineage. In this
too T. Levi is much like its predecessor, 1 Enoch: the antitemple and anti-
priestly messages found there are more in the minds of the interpreters than
they are in the nature of the text at hand.

The Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice: In Praise with the Priestly Angels

Alongside 1 Enoch and T. Levi, a third roughly contemporary document pro-
vides important information about ancient Jewish conceptions of a heavenly
temple. But unlike 1 Enoch and T. Levi, the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice was
unknown to later Jews or Christians, in any language or form, until various
manuscripts were unearthed at Qumran in the 1950s. Shortly thereafter, a
single copy was discovered at Masada, bringing the total number of known
copies to ten: eight from Qumran cave 4 (4Q 400—407) and one each from
Qumran cave 11 (11Q 17) and Masada (Mas 1k)."** While we are fortunate to
have ten manuscripts of the work, we are rather unfortunate in the state of
those manuscripts: even when all the copies are superimposed, we are left with
much less than half of the original work. Because the Songs are poorly pre-
served, any analysis remains provisional and tentative. For all we know, we may
well lack the material that is truly important for understanding the entire work.

The paleographers have assigned dates to the various manuscripts
ranging from 75 B.C.E. to 50 c.E., with the bulk of the Qumran manu-
scripts being dated to the earlier period.">*> Thus we must suppose that the
work was composed by around 100 B.c.E, and possibly earlier than that. It is
generally agreed that the work contained thirteen songs, each of which ac-
companied the burnt offering for one Sabbath over the course of thirteen
weeks of the year."** These songs depict angelic worship in a heavenly temple,
though the extant fragments do not relate how this heavenly knowledge was
revealed: there is no frame narrative of a heavenly ascent by a biblical hero, as
in 1 Enoch or T. Levi. The heading for each song indicates not only the number
of the Sabbath (one to thirteen) but also its precise day of the month—for
instance, the first song is to be recited on the first Sabbath, which is on the
fourth day of the first month (4Q 400 frag. 1, I:1). This kind of calendrical
precision—which ties given Sabbaths to fixed days of the week and month—
presupposes the 364-day, 52-week calendar also known from Jubilees, 1 Enoch,
Aramaic Levi, the Temple Scroll.'>®

This is pretty much where scholarly agreement ends. Although the bulk
of the manuscripts do come from Qumran, a number of scholars—Carol
Newsom prominent among them—currently believe that the Songs were,
like Jubilees and the Aramaic Levi Document, composed not by the Qumran
sectarians themselves but by an earlier group.'*® Others, however, maintain
that the document is in fact sectarian in origin.'>” Among other matters, this
dispute revolves around (1) whether or not sectarian terminology appears in
the work in significant measure, and (2) the fact that one manuscript was
discovered at Masada. If we had even a single complete manuscript of the
Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice—from Qumuran or even elsewhere—we might be
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able to say much more about its nature and origin, and whether the work was
composed at Qumran, edited by the sectarians, or simply used by them.

Perhaps the most interesting characteristic of this ongoing debate for our
purposes is how little it seems to matter for many scholars in their evaluations
of the Songs’ attitude toward the temple cult in Jerusalem. Of course, for those
who view the work as sectarian, its antitemple nature is self-evident. It is also
not at all uncommon for scholars to point to the Songs as evidence for the
claim that contemplation of a heavenly temple is itself indicative of an anti-
temple perspective."*® Even scholars who question the sectarian origin of the
work do not hesitate to understand it as aligning well with the sectarian
rejection of the temple cult in Jerusalem."*® Yet the question of whether the
work is inherently critical of the temple remains important, and open for
debate. There are some scholars, such as Esther Chazon, who argue that what
we find here may well reflect broader trends in ancient Judaism.'*® If the
sectarian origin of the work remains uncertain, then certainly we ought not
take its vision of a heavenly temple as evidence that such depictions are in-
herently schismatic. The questions we can ask are these: what is the nature of
the Songs’ heavenly temple? What can we say about the document’s attitude
toward an earthly temple?

The extant portions of the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice seem to do little
else but describe the celestial worship of God, as carried out by the angels.'*!
This worship is located in a heavenly sanctuary—variously referred to as the
“temple” (pn; e.g., 4Q403 frag. 1, I:42) and “tabernacle” (1oum; 4Q403 frag.
1, IT:10), among other terms."** The celestial temple appears to have many, if
not all, of the structures and implements of the earthly temple, including
gates (211 "ww; 4Q4o00 frag. 1, I1:4), a curtain (N>118; Q405 frag. 15-16, 11:3),
and an inner room ("37; 4Q 400 frag. 1, I:4). These are serviced by angelic
beings dressed in various priestly vestments including ephods (4Q4o05 frag.
23, II:5) and breastplates (4Q405 frag. 41, 2)."** This heavenly priesthood, like
the earthly one, is also concerned with purity: there is no defilement among
the holy ones above (4Q4o00 frag. 1, I:15-16),"** just as there is to be no
defilement in the temple below. The final two songs describe various heavenly
sacrifices (2 w1p *man; 11Qry 1X:4), which include grain offerings (@mimm;
IX:4), libations (21"303; IX:5), and even whole burnt offerings (3"53; 4Q405
frag. 23, I:5-6). Like their earthly counterparts, the heavenly sacrifices please
God through their pleasant odor (11Q17 IX:5)."** Taken all together, the Songs
of the Sabbath Sacrifice are certainly the most sustained and detailed reflection
on the correspondence between heavenly and earthly worship we have in all
ancient Jewish literature. Like their earthly analogues, the angels offer their
sacrifices to God, dressed like priests, in a state of purity, in a heavenly temple.

Curiously, the angelic praise of God is often described but never directly
quoted (e.g., 4Q400 frag. 2, I:1-5)."*® It is possible that the angels’ silence in
the heavenly sanctuary above is to be understood in relationship to the priestly
silence in the earthly temple. There is indeed some intriguing evidence (e.g.,
Aristeas 92, 95) suggesting that the temple priests performed the sacrificial
service in silence.'”” Therefore, the angels’ silent praise may yet provide
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another way in which heaven and earth correspond in the Songs of the Sabbath
Sacrifice. On the other hand, it is possible that the Songs’ reticence to quote the
angels may be a reflection on the inherent inequality of human and divine
praise: how can lowly humans quote the angelic praise directly?'*®

Indeed, the correspondence between heaven and earth in the Songs of the
Sabbath Sacrifice is frequently inexact. Reasonably enough, much of the Songs’
description of the heavenly temple draws not only on the priestly tabernacle
traditions, but also on Ezekiel’s visions of the divine chariot.**® The sevenfold
structure of the heavenly temple (217 WP NYaw; 4Q403 frag. 1, IT:11), with its
multiple “royal sanctuaries” (751 ¥527; 4Q400 frag. 1, 1:13), does not exactly
correspond with any known description of the earthly temple, scriptural or
otherwise."*® Unlike their earthly counterparts, the structures of the heavenly
temple are themselves animate, and participate in the celestial worship
(4Q4o0s5 frag. 19).">! The heavenly temple also contains a multiplicity of divine
chariots, which seem to retain their capacity for movement (1:1Q17 VII; 4Q405
frags. 20-22)."*” Finally, there seems to be some reflection on the inequality
of the celestial and human priesthoods, for in the second song, unidentified
would-be celestial worshipers ask: “how shall we be accounted among them?
And how shall our priesthood (be accounted) in their dwellings?” (4Q400
frag. 2, 5-6). For some scholars, this passage provides evidence that the hu-
man priesthood compares unfavorably to the heavenly one."*?

Understanding the passage just quoted is in fact more challenging than it
may at first seem. First, it is by no means clear who is speaking: for all we
know, the angelic beings could be reflecting on their inadequacy. Moreover,
there is some compelling evidence that the Songs describe some sort of
transformation, whereby human beings are incorporated into the heavenly
realm (4Q4o00 frag. 1, 1:3)."°* Because of the fragmentary nature of our
manuscripts, we cannot be certain whether the statement just quoted reflects
an early part of that transformation, a challenge that is subsequently over-
come. Finally, it is essential in this case to remember that one cannot take
liturgical self-deprecation as an objective evaluation of a worshiper’s moral
state. Some of the greatest biblical heroes—such as Jacob (Gen. 32:10) or
Isaiah (Isa. 6:5)—question their worthiness but are granted divine contact just
the same. Prayer texts are not objective or doctrinal statements, and cannot be
interpreted as such."® Even if some real deprecation is intended here, the
passage could be a reflection on the inherent inequality of humans and
angels—indeed, it seems that the Songs decidedly step back from the idea that
humans can become just like angels."*® In this case too the passage ought not
be taken as critical of any single group of people (e.g., priests) in particular.
Whoever these worshipers are, the fact that they question their worthiness
during the process of their transportation or transformation certainly cannot
be taken as evidence that there is any harsh criticism of the earthly priesthood
in the Songs.

In general, we also cannot be quick to assume that the inexactitude of the
heaven—earth correspondence reflects poorly on earthly priests or temples."*’
For one thing, not all is serene in the heavens—the Songs speak of celestial
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warfare (2pre nnnon; 4Q402 frag. 4, 10). More important, we look in vain in
the extant fragments for any explicit condemnation of the earthly temple, its
priests, or its offerings. We will take up the sectarian rejection of the temple in
chapter 5, and we will see that the developed sectarian literature articulates a
number of distinct polemics against the current temple, its purity, its practice,
and its personnel. But the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice exhibit nothing of the
sort. There is no explicit reference to priestly sin, or to the impurity (ritual or
moral) of an earthly temple. Indeed, the only potentially divisive issue here is
the fact that the Songs follows the 364-day, 52-week calendar, but there is no
hint here of any polemic on this matter. Of course, for all we know about
ancient Jewish calendars, it is quite possible that priestly authorities followed
a 364-day calendar in the temple for some portion of the Second Temple
period. But more important for our concerns is the fact that one can imagine
a work such as the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice serving not to critique the
earthly temple but serving to bolster beliefs in the temple’s efficacy and
sanctity by arguing that the earthly service emulates a divine one. In other
words, instead of intending to replace the sacrificial service for those who
opposed it, the songs could have been meant to accompany the physical,
earthly rituals as practiced in the temple.'”® Our extant sources do not allow
us to know with certainty what a mystical text composed by an officiating
Second Temple priest might have looked like. But if we wanted to imagine the
characteristics of such a text, we might do very well to think of something
along the lines of the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice.

As many scholars have observed, an interesting analogue to the Songs can
be found in the traditional Jewish prayer known as the gedushah."® In its
various forms, this prayer typically involves reciting two biblical doxologies,
each believed to be quotations of angelic speech (Isaiah 6:3: “Holy, Holy, Holy
is the Lord of Hosts...” and Ezekiel 3:12: “blessed be the glory of the Lord
from his place”).'®® Thus this prayer involves the human imitation of audi-
ble angelic praise. Of course, as with much of Jewish liturgy, the origins of the
gedushah are obscure.'®" Yet there is general agreement that at least some
form of the prayer dates back to the Second Temple period, because parallels
abound in a wide range of ancient sources. Perhaps the closest and most
verifiably ancient of these ostensible parallels can be found among the al-
legedly Jewish prayers preserved in the Apostolic Constitutions.'®* It is also
argued that the gedushah lay behind the traditional Christian liturgical Sanc-
tus,'® as well as ancient Jewish mystical hymns known from the Hekhalot
literature.'®* Others find evidence for the antiquity of the gedushah in various
prayers from Qumran in general and in the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice in
particular.'®

The significance of all this for our purposes is the fact that the Jewish
liturgical gedushah—like the Songs—involves human imitation of angelic
worship. Yet the traditional Jewish liturgy is by no means hostile to the temple
or animal sacrifice. To the contrary, the traditional liturgy contains many
prayers that explicitly hope for the return to Jerusalem, the rebuilding of the
temple, and the resumption of animal sacrifice. Thus it would be foolhardy to
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interpret the gedushah in its liturgical context as antitemple, despite the fact
that the gedushah too betrays some knowledge of an imbalance between
heavenly and earthly worship: presumably, heavenly angelic worship is a
constant—but the human imitation of it takes place at limited times, in cer-
tain circumstances.'®® By extension—and by analogy—the evidence of the
gedushah lends support to the general argument that there is nothing inher-
ently antitemple in the imaginations of angelic worship in the Songs of the
Sabbath Sacrifice either. Indeed, all these sources may well testify to a general
trend among various groups of ancient Jews to imagine that earthly worship
can emulate angelic devotion in the heavens.'®’

Any assessment of the nature and purpose of the Songs of the Sabbath
Sacrifice is, in the end, limited by the unfortunately poor condition of the
surviving manuscripts. It remains possible that the work was composed at
Qumran, and reflects—in an extremely muted way—the sect’s antipathy to-
ward the Jerusalem temple. But it is at least equally possible—if not more
possible—that the work originated in circles sympathetic to and perhaps even
active in the earthly temple. This position—currently espoused by only
a minority of scholars—deserves, at the very least, greater attention and
consideration.

Envisioning the Heavenly Temple in Rabbinic Sources

As noted above, a number of challenges confront the scholar who wishes to
trace the history of nonlegal (aggadic) themes in rabbinic sources. But the
situation with regard to the particular theme we are tracing here is somewhat
more fortunate. The foundation for scholarly study of the idea of a heavenly
temple in rabbinic sources was set in the 1930s, with the appearance of
Avigdor Aptowitzer’s now classic essay on the topic.'®® The broad interest in
Jewish mysticism, generated in large part by the brilliant works of Gershom
Scholem,'®® spawned further work on this theme, and eventually inspired the
publication of excellent scholarly editions of the early Jewish mystical texts.'”°
Events in the Middle East have also come to play a decided role here: in the
wake of Israel’s conquest of East Jerusalem in the Six-Day War of 1967,
Jewish scholarship on all matters relating to Jerusalem flourished, and studies
of the heavenly Jerusalem (with its temple) were not left behind.'”*

A significant number of rabbinic traditions speak of some sort of heavenly
temple. While detailed descriptions are scarce, statements asserting the ex-
istence of a temple in heaven can be found in the Talmud (e.g., b. Hagigah
12b; b. Sanhedrin 94b; b. Menahot 110a; y. Berakhot 4:5, 8c/40-41), in the bet-
ter known midrashic collections (e.g., Gen. Rabbah 55:8, 69:7; Mekilta de-Rabbi
Ishmael Shirah 10), and in a host of other lesser known texts, of the sort col-
lected in Adolph Jellinek’s Beth ha-Midrasch.'’? These traditions cannot all be
reliably dated to the rabbinic period, but certainly a number of them are at
least amoraic, if not tannaitic, and parallels for the idea, as we have seen
throughout this chapter, go back well into the Second Temple period."”
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The rabbinic traditions are an odd lot, and we can hardly be certain that
there was any unanimity on the idea in general, or with regard to its partic-
ulars. For instance, the traditions differ on the location of the heavenly tem-
ple: was it in the fourth heaven, as asserted in the Talmud (b. Hagigah 12b), or
in the seventh, as assumed in the Hekhalot literature?'’* Moreover, here, too,
we must be careful to distinguish between various types of heavenly sanctu-
aries. While the traditions just noted speak clearly of a functioning temple in
heaven, there are other traditions in rabbinic sources too that describe not a
heavenly temple per se but heavenly models of the earthly tabernacle shown
to Moses for purposes of illustration, prior to the construction of Israel’s
earthly sanctuary (e.g., b. Menahot 29a).'”> Moreover, in rabbinic literature
too we find the idea that the eschatological temple has already been con-
structed, and waits in heaven ready to descend to earth at the appointed
time (X125 Tnwb 555wy M13; e.g., Sifre Deut. sec. 352, ed. Finkelstein 410)."7°
Indeed, the diversity of the rabbinic traditions concerning heavenly temples
cannot be underestimated. We remain focused here—as throughout this
section—on those traditions that imagine there being a temple in heaven, in
which angels worship God, just as priests would administer service to God in
an earthly sanctuary.

The rabbinic traditions differ, curiously, on when the heavenly temple
was established. It would seem reasonable to assume that a heavenly temple
would be eternal, compared to the earthly temple that was built and destroyed
in time. Most rabbinic sources give us no reason to question this assertion. A
few rabbinic sources suggest, however, that the heavenly temple was con-
structed at the same time as the earthly one: “said Rabbi Simon: When the
Holy One, blessed be He, told Israel to build the tabernacle, he hinted to the
angels that they too should build a tabernacle. So when the tabernacle was
constructed below, one was constructed above” (Num. Rabbah 12:12)."”” A
talmudic tradition (b. Ta’anit 5a) reflects on the other end of this remarkable
heaven-earth correspondence:

Rabbi Nahman asked Rabbi Isaac: What is the meaning of the verse
(Hos. 11:9) “The Holy One is among you and I will not come to
the city”?'”® Can it mean that because the Holy One is among you, I
will not come to the city!? Rabbi Isaac answered: Thus said Rabbi
Yohanan: The Holy One, blessed be He, said: “I will not enter
Jerusalem below until I enter Jerusalem above.”"”®

Therefore, just as the divine presence is in exile from the earthly sanctuary,
so too is it absent from the heavenly one."® Certainly these traditions can
hardly be taken as criticisms of the earthly temple in comparison with the
heavenly one. Indeed, these sources should raise questions among those who
generally assume that visions of heavenly temples constitute criticisms of the
earthly temple or responses to its destruction. In these remarkable sources,
the heaven—earth correspondence is taken so far that the impact of the earthly
destruction is felt in the heavenly one.
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A number of the rabbinic traditions also take the heaven—earth corre-
spondence so far as to reflect on the nature of heavenly sacrifice. A few
talmudic sources note the presence of a sacrificial altar in heaven, upon which
an angelic being would present offerings. For instance, the tradition noted
above in b. Hagigah 12b (attributed to the amoraic sage Resh Lakish) locates
the heavenly Jerusalem in the fourth heaven, where one also finds that “the
temple and altar are built, and Michael, the great prince stands and offers up
an offering upon it” (cf. b. Menahot 110a). A few midrashic sources take this
notion even one step further, spelling out that what is offered on the heavenly
altar are the souls of the righteous (Num. Rabbah 12:12)."*" One medieval
midrashic source—Midrash be-Khokhmah Yesod ha-Aretz—says that the sac-
rifice of the righteous souls began only after the destruction of the temple:
before that, the likenesses of animals were offered above, just as animals were
below.'®? As far as the sources we have surveyed so far indicate, I can hardly
disagree with Ephraim Urbach in his assessment that the notion of a heavenly
Jerusalem—with its temple—is a reflection not of opposition to the Jerusalem
below but of love toward what existed on earth.'®

Of course, any full discussion of the idea of a heavenly temple in rabbinic
literature must take into consideration the evidence from the Hekhalot texts."®*
These texts present the most thoroughgoing reflection on the divine temple in
rabbinic literature (as broadly defined). It also appears that they draw produc-
tively on various earlier sources, including possibly the Songs of the Sabbath
Sacrifice."®*> A particular focus of these texts is on the nature of the divine praise,
as performed by the heavenly angels. This broad interest in angelic praise
contrasts sharply with a lack of interest in heavenly sacrifice. Indeed, we noted
above that some (but by no means all) Second Temple period texts exhibit a
reluctance to describe any corporeal sacrifice in heaven. While this is not true of
the midrashic tradition in general, it is certainly true of the Hekhalot texts.'®®

This reticence has been explained variously: some have entertained the
possibility that the groups who composed these texts were opposed to the
sacrificial cult, or believed that sacrifice was too unseemly for the heavenly
realm.'®” As for the possibility that sacrifice was viewed as inappropriate for
heaven—one must simply recall, as pointed out by Andrea Lieber, that the
Hekhalot traditions in particular are chock-full of unseemly violence: many of
these texts describe the gruesome fate that awaits the unfit visitor to the
heavenly abode."®® As for the possibility that the mystics opposed sacrifice, we
simply cannot rush to assume, as too many scholars do, that the visions of
heavenly temples in apocalyptic or mystical traditions emerge from groups
that reject the temple. On the one hand, as we noted above, the midrashic
traditions in general preserve a host of speculations on the heavenly temple,
none of which can be definitively seen as antitemple, antipriestly, or anti-
sacrifice. On the other hand, the Hekhalot texts are ridden with curious
mysteries and lacunae. As is well known, the paradoxical descent (as opposed
to ascent) to the heavenly throne remains unexplained."®® Too many questions
remain about the genre and provenance of the Hekhalot texts to reach
definitive conclusions regarding what is absent from the texts. Finally, it bears
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repeating that the absence of sacrifice from the heavenly altar may simply
reflect the fact that the heavenly altar described was believed to correspond not
to the outer earthly altar (on which sacrifice was performed) but the inner
earthly altar (on which only incense was burned). There is no sacrifice in the
seventh hekhal, just as there is no sacrifice in the holy of holies on earth.

With or without descriptions of heavenly sacrifice, surely the Hekhalot
literature builds productively on many temple-related traditions."® Most ob-
viously, the term hekhal is among the names used of the earthly temple in
biblical and rabbinic texts (e.g., 1 Kgs. 6:3; m. Pesahim 4:9). A number of the
figures mentioned in the Hekhalot are also described as priests, including
Rabbi Ishmael ben Elisha, who is also remembered as having served in the
temple (Hekhalot Rabbati 9:1; cf. b. Berakhot 7a).">" Another cultic aspect
of these texts is the emphasis on ritual purity as a prerequisite for admission to
the heavenly temple.'” There are too many references to list, but among the
better known instances is the narrative embedded in Hekhalot Rabbati (20:1-4),
which involves Rabbi Nehunia ben ha-Kanah being dismissed from heaven at
the moment the sages bring his earth-bound body in contact with a piece of cloth
that itself has been brought into contact with a woman of questionable status
with regard to ritual purity.'”> Again, in general, the purity of those who ascend
is compared to the purity of the angels.'* Related to this is the idea that just as
earthly beings below are susceptible to ritual defilement, so too are the angels
above.'®> Although ritual purity is required in the temple above (just as it would
be in the temple below), it is not in and of itself sufficient: in contradistinction to
rabbinic law concerning the earthly temple (but in agreement with the approach
of Philo and others), those to be admitted to the heavenly temple must be free
not only of ritual defilement but of all sin and moral taint as well (Hekhalot
Rabbati 15:2-3; Synopse secs. 119—200). But even in this aspect of the traditions, it
is most difficult to find in this literature any explicit condemnation of earthly
priests, earthly temples, or animal sacrifice.

Of course, another question that remains unresolved is the relationship
between the mystics, as recorded in the Hekhalot literature, and the sages, as
recorded in rabbinic literature. Gershom Scholem famously argued that the
Hekhalot texts preserve the authentic, historical mystical experiences of rab-
binic sages.'®® More recent studies have demonstrated decided differences
between the mystical practices of the tannaitic sages (as recorded especially in
t. Hagigah 2:1—7) and those of the mystics (as recorded in the Hekhalot liter-
ature).’” Indeed, it is asserted with some frequency that the rabbis sup-
pressed, or at least frowned upon, these mystical traditions, for one reason or
another.”® Yet, with regard to our concerns, this dispute hardly makes a
difference. As we have seen, the Hekhalot texts do not contain the only echoes
of the idea of a heavenly sanctuary in rabbinic literature. Thus even if the
Hekhalot texts cannot be attributed to rabbinic sages—and even if some of
these texts were suppressed by the sages—we would still have to grant the
fact that a number of rabbinic authorities reflect on the notion of a heavenly
temple. Certainly it is intriguing that the most explicit descriptions of the
inner workings of the heavenly temple, with its altar and angel-priests, are to
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be found not in the Hekhalot writings but in other midrashic works, including
even the canonical (but medieval) collections such as Midrash Rabbah. Even
the Babylonian Talmud itself contains two different explicit traditions
speaking of the angelic prince Michael offering sacrifices on a heavenly altar
(b. Hagigah 12b, b. Menahot 110a). On this we do better to follow David Flusser
and Shmuel Safrai, who both argue that the notion of a heavenly temple was
common to many groups of ancient Jews, the rabbis no doubt included."®’

Conclusion

In this chapter, we surveyed a number of sources pertaining to two symbolic
approaches to the temple that were predominant among Jews in the ancient
period. These two notions are distinct, even though they tend to get jumbled in
the scholarly literature. According to the first notion—in evidence in Josephus,
Philo, rabbinic literature, and elsewhere—the temple was understood to rep-
resent the entire cosmos. According to the second notion—in evidence in
apocalypses, liturgical texts, rabbinic literature, and elsewhere—the earthly
temple, ministered by priests, was believed to correlate to a heavenly temple,
ministered by angels. When fully developed, both of these notions allow for
symbolic understanding of various aspects of the sacrificial process, purity and
sacrifice included.

In the works of Josephus, we observed the confluence of two concerns:
the historian consistently understood the temple and its furnishings as rep-
resentative of the cosmos, and at the same time he consistently saw the
temple as the earthly location of God’s presence. In both of these matters,
Josephus’ approach can be seen as largely commensurate with biblical the-
ology. Though he does not explicitly attribute symbolic significance to either
purity or sacrifice, we could surmise that he would have been perfectly willing
to interpret these rituals in the manner implied by his overall symbolic and
theological approaches to the temple.

In the works of Philo, we observed a more developed and detailed expo-
sition of the temple-as-cosmos idea. Philo’s exhaustive treatments of the
matter incorporate practically every structural element of the sanctuary, as
well as virtually every aspect of sacrificial ritual. Indeed, Philo’s is the most
thorough symbolic exposition of sacrificial ritual known from ancient Jewish
times. For the philosopher, much of the sacrificial process can be understood
in light of the notion of imitatio Dei. And his approach includes purity as well:
ritual and moral purification render one more divine-like and, as such, more
fit to enter the sanctuary, in which the Logos resides. With his complicated
understanding of divine emanations, Philo’s approach also exhibits an in-
terest in a divine presence dwelling in the earthly sanctuary. Of course, certain
aspects of this approach—especially as it pertains to the Logos—are distinctly
Philonic. On the other hand, the general understanding of ritual purity—and
in some cases, moral purity as well—as emulating angels is in evidence in
other texts reviewed earlier, and may well have been a common one among



TEMPLE AS COSMOS OR TEMPLE IN THE COSMOS 143

ancient Jews. Philo’s interest in a divine emanation dwelling in the temple is
perhaps the most conservative of his ideas, going back to both the priestly and
Deuteronomic traditions.

While we find relatively few detailed developments of these themes in
later Jewish literature, we noted a number of tantalizing hints suggesting that
the interest in the understanding of the temple as representing the cosmos
did not disappear. In addition to scattered references in relatively datable rab-
binic texts (such as the Babylonian Talmud and the midrashim), we noted
the remarkable echoes of Philo’s symbolic exposition in the mysterious
Midrash Tadshe. If this work itself is not evidence of rabbinic interest in the
temple-as-cosmos idea, it strongly suggests that there was some such tradition
upon which this work could build. We also noted the rather common juxta-
position of cosmic and cultic symbolisms on the floors of late-antique syna-
gogues in the land of Israel. Taken together, the evidence strongly suggests
that the idea of the temple as cosmos remained of significance to Jews, even
long after the destruction of the temple in 70 c.k.

Turning to the texts that speak of a temple in heaven, we find a different
way of approaching the earthly temple in a symbolic fashion. According to
this approach, the earthly temple corresponds to the heavenly one. While the
angels minister to God in the temple above, the priests coordinate his worship
in the earthly temple below. Once again, we can trace a broad continuity from
the apocalypses through various liturgical and mystical texts of the rabbinic
period. Again, we find that the overarching symbolism pertains to the aspects
of the sacrificial process as well. In practically all of these documents, pre-
serving purity serves to emulate the angels; and just as the angels (as well as
the select few mortals permitted to ascend on high) encounter the divine in the
temple above, so too can the pure encounter a divine presence in the temple
below. Thus while we have already observed that some understand purity in
light of the notion of imitatio Dei, here one could say that purity is understood
in light of a not-so-different notion of imitatio angeli. For reasons that are not
entirely clear, a number of texts decline to speculate on the nature of the
heavenly service. For those that do, vocal praise is one common motif, but a
number of texts do assert that there was an altar in heaven, on which the
ministering angels presented some kind of offerings.

While some scholars assert that the ascent visions in 1 Enoch or T. Levi
served to undercut the significance of the earthly temple, I have argued that it
is just as likely that quite the opposite is the case: envisioning a temple in
heaven can give authority and meaning to its earthly analogue, the Jerusalem
sanctuary. This appears to be true of the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice and the
Hekhalot literature as well: here we find that the speculation of what happens
on high reinforces the significance of earthly emulations down below. No hint
of criticism here. While certain aspects of priestly practice were criticized in
various apocalypses—including 1 Enoch and T. Levi—there is nothing inher-
ently critical in the ascent vision per se.

Of course, not all Jews were supporters of the Second Temple. Indeed, as
we will see in the next chapter, a number of texts articulate specific charges



144 SECOND TEMPLE, SYMBOLISM, AND SUPERSESSIONISM

against the temple, its practice, and its personnel. The problem that has been
encountered in this chapter is that scholars have assumed such criticism to be
present, even in the absence of good evidence for the claim. The documents
surveyed above are frequently assumed to be critical of the temple or its ritual,
apparently because hostility toward the temple and its cult remains among
us. In contrast, it is better to understand the themes we have studied as two
fundamental, symbolic understandings of the temple, both of which are gen-
erally favorable to the sanctuary’s personnel and its ritual practices. The first
notion posits that the temple, its structures and rituals, symbolize the cosmos;
the other posits that the Jerusalem temple, along with its personnel and
practices, is the earthly analogue of heavenly phenomena. In both cases the
temple has cosmic significance, and its ritual has symbolic value.



5

Sinful People, Impure
Priests, and Inadequate
Structures

The Temple as Defiled and Rejected

We turn in this chapter to a consideration of the various charges raised
against the temple and its priesthood during the Second Temple
period. It is well known that various groups of Jews—including,
certainly, the Dead Sea sectarians—expressed dissatisfaction with the
temple, its practices, or its priests. According to many interpretations,
the historical Jesus as well, to say nothing of subsequent Christians,
was displeased with the temple or its priests, though in the case of
Jesus, at least, the record is less clear. Even in rabbinic literature

we find some criticisms of the temple, though these sources were
committed to writing only centuries after the temple was destroyed.
We will consider the rabbis’ and Jesus’ approach to the temple in
chapters 6 and ;7. Here we will focus on the various antitemple
polemics articulated in the literature from Qumran.

As with all matters concerning the Dead Sea Scrolls, the bibliog-
raphy on attitudes toward the temple and sacrifice is extensive.' But
as I argued in the introduction to part II, a number of problems
appear now and again in the scholarship on these matters. As we
will see, evolutionist concerns and biases against the temple—with
their hallmark catchphrase, “spiritualization”—show up with some
frequency. Moreover, even more problematic is the unmeasured
evaluation of the sectarians’ own attitudes toward these matters.
Scholarship on the scrolls often describes the sect as if they were
satisfied with their extratemple rituals. Yet as we will see below, there
is some significant evidence to the contrary.

Not all of the documents to be reviewed here were necessar-
ily composed at Qumran, but we focus on those documents that
either were likely composed by the sect (e.g., the Rule of the
Community) or exhibit at least some sectarian tendencies and were
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probably held in great esteem by them (e.g., the Temple Scroll). Certainly each
document has its own complex history, and thus the evolving shape of the
library as a whole over the centuries the sect thrived is a phenomenon that
cannot be denied. Yet, in keeping with the tenor of this entire book, the goal
here is not to plot points with documents and then draw straight lines of
religious history. We will put aside here questions concerning, for example,
the date of the composition of the Temple Scroll or the place of 4QMMT in the
sectarian library. Regardless of when these documents were composed, they
would appear to be of importance to the sect, and they will be analyzed
accordingly.

We put these questions aside, in part, because the standard approaches to
these matters are based on two kinds of arguments, both of which can be
considered evolutionist. First, scholars who attempt to reconstruct the devel-
opment of the sect on the basis of the nature of the literature found there
typically operate on the assumption that the less pronounced the sectarian
tendencies, the earlier the document.”> While such a linear development re-
mains possible, other possibilities also present themselves: perhaps the sect
moderated after a period of time, or perhaps there were phases—possibly, for
example, during the Herodian construction projects—when the group was
interested (even just potentially) in participating in cultic ceremonies or co-
operating with other Jews.’

Another kind of evolutionism can be seen in the nitty-gritty of Qumran
studies: paleography. It is a fundamental tenet of Dead Sea Scrolls scholarship
that the manuscripts can be dated rather precisely, by means of paleography, to
within approximately twenty-five years.* The typologies on which these judg-
ments are based allow primarily for chronological variance. No room is left for
regional differences, nor is allowance made for the possibility that some groups
or scribes might choose self-consciously to archaize.> Indeed, the precision as-
sumed by the Dead Sea Scrolls paleographers is much greater than what is
assumed in medieval Hebrew codicology or ancient Greek papyrology.® I am not
qualified to review the data or evaluate the consensus on these matters, other
than to note that the presumption of linear development is deeply suspicious,
and rooted in attitudes toward history that can rightly be questioned.”

As we review the arguments raised against the Second Temple at Qumran,
we must also consider whether or not there is a qualitative difference be-
tween what we will see in this chapter and what we have encountered already
in earlier chapters. It will be helpful at this point to introduce some vocabu-
lary employed by social scientists. In a classic work cited with some frequency
by scholars of ancient Judaism, Bryan R. Wilson introduced a distinction be-
tween “reformist” sects and “introversionist” ones.® Reformist ideology ar-
ticulates criticism in the hopes that things will change. This criticism can be
quite pronounced, but it stops short of advocating withdrawal from the general
society. A group with an “introversionist” ideology, however, turns into itself,
rejecting entirely the hope that society outside the sect can be redeemed or
reformed. With regard to the situation we are considering, Wilson’s term “re-
formist” can be taken to refer to ancient Jewish criticisms of the temple, its
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practice, and its personnel that stop short of either boycotting the temple or
establishing institutional alternatives. Wilson’s term “introversionist” is of less
use, because these groups’ self-perception is of less interest here than their
attitudes toward the temple specifically. Therefore, in the analysis that follows
reformist views will be contrasted with with “rejectionist” ones. A rejectionist
approach not only criticizes the current temple as inadequate in some way but
also takes the critique to the next level by boycotting the temple and possibly by
establishing some sort of alternative.

We have already encountered those who would categorize the prophets’
message as rejectionist, and I have argued at length that prophetic literature
articulated criticism without advocating a boycott of or alternative to the temple
cult. We have also encountered those who would describe the apocalyptic or
mystic visionaries who imagine a temple in heaven as rejectionist, and I have
argued that envisioning a temple in heaven need not pose any practical chal-
lenge to the earthly temple, and certainly need not involve calling for a boycott
of the temple.

At Qumran, however, it does appear that we find all we need to label the
group as rejectionist. The criticisms leveled against the temple, its practices,
and its personnel are numerous and apparently operated on a number of dis-
tinct levels simultaneously. Although the evidence for the sectarian boycott
of the temple is not unquestionable, we will find that there is strong evidence
to suggest that they explicitly saw their own community as an alternate for
the temple. Yet we will also see that they did not view this situation as ideal.
Once again, antitemple biases among scholars have clouded the picture. Some
scholars recognize that the sectarians viewed their communal replacements for
the temple as provisional, for they hoped for a return to a temple-based reality.
What is rarely recognized, however, is the fact that the sectarians saw their
situation not only as provisional but also as comparatively deficient. While
some describe the sectarians as if they were confident that their powers of
atonement exceeded that of the temple, we will see below that the sectarians
were not satisfied with their temple-free existence. We will turn to this point
toward the end of this chapter, after we have more fully catalogued the various
charges raised against the temple in the Qumran literature.

The Temple as Morally Defiled

One of the more prevalent charges raised against the temple during the
Second Temple period is the claim that the sanctuary was morally defiled, as a
result of grave transgression. Of course, this charge is hardly novel. The idea
that the temple has been or could be defiled by sin is one that is articulated in
the Pentateuch as well as prophetic traditions. It is also a notion that appears
with some frequency in the Dead Sea corpus, including the following pas-
sages: (1) Temple Scroll (11QT) LI:11-15, which states that bribery and judicial
deceit “defiles the house”; (2) Damascus Document (CD) IV:20, V:6—9, which
asserts that certain sexual sins defile the sanctuary”; (3) Pesher Habakkuk
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VIIL:8-13, to the effect that the “wicked priest” became arrogant, stole the
wealth of the poor, and defiled the temple through abominable deeds; and
(4) Pesher Habakkuk XI1:6-10, which similarly speaks of the wicked priest’s
defilement of the temple by sin, again juxtaposed with reference to his
thievery and greed.’

There are additional passages from the scrolls that can be understood
similarly: (5) A curious parabiblical work known either as 4QApocryphon of
Jeremiah C° or 4QPseudo-Moses® (4Q390) speaks of the people’s sins, pre-
dicting that they will steal, oppress one another, and defile the sanctuary (frag.
2, I:9). Like the Pesher Habakkuk, this document too juxtaposes violent
property crimes and the defilement of the sanctuary.'® (6) As reconstructed, a
further passage from other copies of the same work appears to restate the
prophetic concerns with the defilement of the sanctuary by sin (4Q385a frag.
3a, C:6-7; 4Q387 frag. 1, 4; 4Q388a frag. 3, 5)."' (7) In CD VI:11-17, which we
will analyze in greater depth below, we find the suggestion that the temple has
been morally defiled by virtue of the fact that stolen property—which is im-
pure (V:i5)—has been offered there. (8) CD Ms B XX:22-23 refers to the
“House of Peleg,” which departed from the holy city at the time when Israel
sinned and defiled the sanctuary. The juxtaposition of impurity and sin
suggests that moral impurity is of concern here.'? (9) The Temple Scroll warns
against sacrificing a pregnant animal (LII:5-7), for doing so is an “abomi-
nation.”"? The use of the term “abomination” suggests that such a sacrifice is
not only sinful but also odious and therefore a threat to the maintenance of
God’s presence in the sanctuary—that is, such an offering threatens to
morally defile the temple.'* The interpretation (and even the reading) of some
of these passages remains in doubt. It is clear nonetheless that the idea that
the temple could by defiled by sin remained of interest—and presumably of
importance—to the Qumran sectarians."

Curiously, a number of the passages just cited express in one way or
another the idea that the people or the priests could defile the temple by their
greed. The juxtaposition of greed with the defilement of the sanctuary is a
motif that also appears in other ancient Jewish literature, including rabbinic
sources and the New Testament. The phenomenon calls for further attention
and comment, for, as we will see, a number of distinct attitudes toward tainted
wealth were articulated in these various sources.

In Jubilees 23:21 we are told of a future sinful generation that will

lift themselves up for deceit and wealth so that one shall take
everything of his neighbor; and they will pronounce the great name,
but not in truth or righteousness. And they will pollute the holy

of holies with their pollution and with the corruption of their
contamination."®

Asis well known, multiple copies of Jubilees were uncovered at Qumran, and we
should not therefore be surprised by the strong resemblance between this
passage and the above-cited selections from the Pesher Habakkuk, especially
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with regard to the juxtaposition of greed with defilement of the sanctuary. But
there is one important difference: while the Pesher Habakkuk focuses on the
sins of the wicked priest, Jubilees seems to direct its attention more broadly at
the sinful generation. It’s not just the priests who can defile the temple though
theft.

We find a similar passage in T. Levi 14:5-15:1:

(14:5) You will rob the offerings of the Lord and steal from his
portions and before sacrificing to the Lord take the choice things,
eating contemptuously with harlots; (6) you will teach the
commandments of the Lord out of covetousness, pollute married
women, defile virgins of Jerusalem, be joined with harlots and
adulteresses, take to wives daughters of the Gentiles, purifying them
with an unlawful purification, and your union will be like Sodom
and Gomorrah in ungodliness; (7) and you will be puffed up because
of the priesthood, exalting yourselves against men; and not only
thus, but puffed up also against the commandments of God; (8) you
will mock the holy things, jesting contemptuously.

(15:1) Because of this, the temple which the Lord will choose, will be
desolate in uncleanness, and you will be captives throughout all
the Gentiles."”

The sequence of events is complicated, and it is not precisely clear whether
the sins mentioned in 14:5 have an immediate causal effect on the destruction
and desolation of the sanctuary as mentioned in 15:1. Still, this passage, like
others noted above speaks of greedy priests and their ill effect on the sanc-
tuary. It therefore needs to be considered as a possible parallel attestation to
the idea that the sanctuary could be morally defiled by the greed of the priests.
Similarly curious passages—with many of the same interpretive problems—
occur in Assumption of Moses 5:1-5, 7:1-10.

Finally, sexual sins, unbridled greed, and sanctuary defilement are all
juxtaposed yet again in passages from Psalms of Solomon."® It would appear that
the sexual sins are the text’s primary concern: the morally defiling effect of
sexual sins is emphasized in 2:11-13 and 8:9-13, 21-22. But in 8:11, the people
are also condemned for greedily plundering the temple’s wealth. Moreover,
the first psalm mentions only greed and theft, and it explicitly speaks also of
the defilement of the sanctuary by sin (1:4-8; cf. 2:3). It is possible that sexual
sins are the immediate cause of the sanctuary defilement, for the sins in
question were committed in secret (1:7; cf. 8:9). But it is also quite possible that
in this case it is the theft and plundering that is hidden from God and causes
the defilement of the sanctuary. Either way, we at least have yet another juxta-
position of greed with sanctuary defilement, one that is not limited in scope to
the behavior of the priests.

Whence comes this juxtaposition of greed and sanctuary defilement?
One possibility is that an exegetical process lay behind this idea, though I
know of no early ancient Jewish evidence for it. In Deuteronomy 25:13-16, the
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prohibitions against having unfair weights and measures leads to the general
warning that (v. 16) “all who do these things—who act deceitfully—are an
abomination to the Lord your God.” The term “abomination” is, of course,
used with some frequency with regard to the well-documented sources of
moral defilement (idolatry, sexual sin, and murder). For the later rabbis, the
use of the term “abomination” in the context of greed appears to have moti-
vated their considering greed too to be a source of moral defilement (Sifra
Qedoshim perek 4:1, on Lev. 19:15 [ed. Weiss 88d-89a] and Mekilta de-Rabbi
Ishmael, Yitro, sec. 9 [ed. Horovitz/Rabin 238])."* Perhaps for earlier ancient
Jews too—as for the later rabbis—the Deuteronomic reference to avarice as
abomination led to the idea that this sort of behavior could defile the sanctuary.

Another possibility concerns the themes developed in chapter 3. It is
essential to remember that sacrifice is an economic activity: temple offerings
consist of goods that are supposed to be duly owned by those who offer them.
This concern helps understand the prophets’ critique of their contemporaries’
sacrifices. The sacrifices of the sinful are detestable because one who has
taken unjustly from the poor cannot properly give anything, since that person
has no right to what has greedily been taken. But what happened if such
offerings were in fact given to the temple? These stolen, tainted, animals
would be slaughtered in the sacred realm; their blood would be daubed on the
altar, and their meat would be burned on it or consumed by the priests. It is
therefore not difficult to imagine that some ancient Jews would consider the
possibility that the temple could be morally defiled by economic sin. Taking
the prophetic condemnatory rhetoric one step further, the offerings tainted by
greed are not only detestable, they are even defiling, albeit in the moral sense.

If we turn back to the Dead Sea Scrolls, we find a distinct development of
this theme. It is well known that the Qumran sectarians held themselves to
rather high standards of economic righteousness—well beyond, we can pre-
sume, what was common among even other ethically minded ancient Jews.*
One manifestation of the sect’s economic standards is their unease with “evil
wealth,” a concern that runs through the Qumran corpus, permeating espe-
cially the Damascus Document.”" In CD, one stated reason for the concern with
wealth is the fact that greed is seen as a key motivator for sinful behavior.
Greed can motivate people to steal (CD VI:16), to violate the Sabbath (X:18,
XI:15), and even to kill (XII:6—y7). Avarice is also commonly juxtaposed with
sexual sins (IV:15-18; B XIX:19 // A VIII:5).> The strong sectarian interest in
the purity and integrity of their communal property is particularly manifest
in the gradual incorporation of the property of initiates, as described in the
Rule of the Community (1QS V-VI). These procedures illustrate well their
idealistic attempt to remain free from the ill-gotten gains that pervade (and
possibly defile in some way) the economy outside the sect.

The sectarians appear to have developed the concern with defiling wealth
in two ways. First, the concern is generalized: the entire populace has been
infected by greed. Second, they advocate a strict removal from the greater
society, in order to protect themselves from this evil wealth. And what has any
of this to do with the sanctuary? If the entire economy outside the sect is



THE TEMPLE AS DEFILED AND REJECTED 151

tainted, then it stands to reason that the sacrificial cult too has been sullied.
Indeed, the frequency with which greed is juxtaposed with sanctuary defile-
ment in the Qumran corpus confirms this supposition, especially when
combined with their overall attitude toward the temple as we are tracing it here.

In the Damascus Document we find further evidence that the sectarians
perceived a causal connection between what they perceived as the greedy
behavior of the populace on the one hand and the defilement of the sanctuary
on the other. In the legal material, we find a ruling that prohibits donating “to
the altar” anything that has been taken by force (CD XVI:13-14).”> This pas-
sage explicitly addresses the issue that connects greed with sanctuary defile-
ment: the possibility that gifts of the greedy—which are, no doubt, stolen—
could be given to the temple.** Presumably, many ancient Jewish authorities,
learning their lessons from the prophets, would have agreed that individuals
should not donate to the temple what they stole from others (cf. Ben Sira
34:21-27). What is remarkable about CD XVI:13-14 is that the ruling confirms
the supposition that CD is concerned with the direct and deleterious impact
that misappropriated wealth can have on the sanctuary.

One further passage from CD treats this theme, and although the passage
is rather obscure, it appears to bring together two important ideas: (1) that evil
wealth taints the sanctuary, and (2) that as a result, the sectarians are to shun
the temple altogether (VI:r1—21; cf. 4Q266 frag. 3, 1l:17-25):*°

(1) and all who have been brought into the covenant (12) so as not to
enter the sanctuary to light his altar at no cost,”® and to be “closers of
(13) the door” of whom God said, “Who of you will close my door
and not light my altar (14) at no cost?”” (Mal. 1:10)—if they do not take
care to perform according to the meaning of the Torah during the
time of evil and to separate (15) from the sons of the pit and to
refrain from the wicked wealth which is impure due to oaths and
bans (16) and from the property of the sanctuary, [for] they “[the sons
of the pit] steal from the poor of his people, preying upon widows
(17) and murdering orphans” (Isa. 10:2); and to distinguish
between the impure and the pure and make known [the difference]
between (18) the holy and the profane, and to observe the Sabbath day
in its exact detail, and the appointed times (19) and the day of the
fast as it was found by those who entered into the new covenant in
the land of Damascus (20) to offer up the holy things in accordance
with their detailed requirements, to love each man his brother (21) as
himself and to support the poor, destitute, and stranger.””

The passage is in part an exegesis (a “pesher” of sorts) of Malachi 1:10, and it
would appear that CD understands the Malachi verse in the way I proposed in
chapter 3: the concern is not with offerings made “in vain” but with offerings
that have been acquired unethically. Such offerings have become the norm for
the evil people who frequent the temple (V:16). Therefore, those who have
entered the covenant are told to shun completely the defiled wealth of the



152 SECOND TEMPLE, SYMBOLISM, AND SUPERSESSIONISM

wicked (VI:15; cf. 1QS V:20).?® And the only way for them to do so is to act as
“closers of the door,” by agreeing not to enter the temple altogether.*

It would appear that tainted wealth is considered to be a source of moral
defilement for CD, though the clear marker for this notion—sanctuary
defilement—is not explicitly mentioned. It is also possible that here too we are
already dealing with the more fully developed sectarian notion of defilement
that is characteristic of the Rule of the Community, in which case the defile-
ment spoken of here would have both ritual and moral characteristics. Either
way, because the temple’s economics are tainted, there is no way to offer a
valid offering. Proper sacrificial worship—as envisioned in CD VI:20-21—is
dependent upon due care for the poor and the stranger. But those tainted by
evil wealth presumably do not dutifully care for those less fortunate than they.
While other concerns too are addressed (like Sabbath observance), it seems
that the passage at hand dismisses the current temple as inherently impure,
in part because its economic basis is ethically tainted. While the Pesher Ha-
bakkuk focuses on the sins of the wicked priest, the Damascus Document casts
a broader scope, indicting the entire economic and sacrificial system. But
these and the other assorted passages are commensurate. The temple is de-
filed, in part because it has been defiled by greed and ill-gotten gains: “would
that someone would shut the door.”

The concern that the temple could be defiled by sin and that this would lead to
destruction, exile and the departure of the divine presence is expressed in a good
deal of biblical and ancient Jewish literature. Jubilees 23:21—quoted earlier—is
immediately followed by the assertion that the generation being spoken of will be
afflicted, exiled, and destroyed (23:22). Similarly, T. Levi 14:5-15:1, in emphasizing
the deleterious effect of sin on the sanctuary, underscores that the result of it all is
the desolation of the sanctuary. What we don’t find in these texts is the call to
abandon the morally defiled temple in advance of its punitive destruction. Indeed,
while the Psalms of Solomon warns against the defilement of the sanctuary, this
work also asserts that God’s presence has not yet departed (7:1). Clearly, there is no
call here to abandon the temple just yet. But this is precisely what we do find in the
sectarian literature, especially in the Damascus Document: the temple is defiled by
various transgressions (1QpHab VIII, XII; CD V:6; XX:23). The righteous ones
left the temple long ago (CD XX:22), and the members of the sect are to enter a
covenant agreeing not to go there now (VI:11—12). When we read this evidence
alongside the other antitemple polemics that we will survey in this chapter,
the evidence becomes cumulative, supporting the claim that the critiques raised
here are “rejectionist” ones, not “reformist” ones.

Perhaps the rejectionist nature of what we find here can be seen even
more clearly if we compare the sources just surveyed with a nonsectarian
source, one that develops the concern with tainted wealth in a way that is
thoroughly different. In the Wisdom of Ben Sira, we find a passage remark-
able for its developed synthesis of the prophetic rhetoric concerning justice
(e.g., Amos 2:6-8) with the wisdom traditions’ abhorrence of the offerings of
the wicked (Prov. 15:8; 21:27):*°
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(34:21) If one sacrifices ill-gotten goods (¢€ ddikov),
the offering is blemished (pepounpévn);
(22) the gifts of the lawless are not acceptable (ovk &ig gddokiav).
(23) The Most High is not pleased with the offerings of the ungodly,
nor for a multitude of sacrifices does he forgive sins.
(24) Like one who kills a son before his father’s eyes
is the person who offers a sacrifice from the property of
the poor.
(25) The bread of the needy is the life of the poor;
whoever deprives them of it is a murderer.
(26) To take away a neighbor’s living is to commit murder;
(27) To deprive an employee of wages is to shed blood.

Ben Sira asserts unquestionably that those who steal from the poor are in no
position to offer a worthy sacrifice to God. Thus this passage further confirms
my suspicion that ancient Jews in general—and in the second century B.c.E.
in particular—were concerned with the possible impact that tainted wealth
may have had on the temple and its offerings. What we don’t find here is any
development of this theme along rejectionist lines. If there is some cumula-
tive, defiling effect that this behavior can have on the sanctuary, Ben Sira
leaves it unmentioned. Ben Sira remains focused on sinful individuals, whose
offerings are deemed invalid or profane—but notably they are not impure
(ritually or morally). There is no stated concern with the possibility that
tainted offerings could defile the temple, and no indication here that the righ-
teous should avoid the temple. To the contrary, Ben Sira advises his readers to
give to the temple willfully and generously (35:10-12), for the sacrifices of the
righteous are pleasing indeed (35:8—9). This kind of balanced assessment is
precisely what is lacking in those sources that reject the temple as morally
defiled, such as we find in the Damascus Document.

The Temple as Ritually Defiled

Another charge raised against the temple in a number of Qumran texts
concerns the ritual defilement of the temple. This phenomenon has been well
studied, particularly as it relates to the various purity laws preserved in
4QMMT and the Temple Scroll XLV:7-LI:10.>" Curiously, this charge is raised
only rarely in so many words. But one such warning is presented at the very
beginning of the Temple Scroll’s lengthy collection of purity laws: 11QT XLV:
7—10 warns men against defiling the temple by entering it less than three full
days after a seminal emission. A similar general warning can be found at the
conclusion of this section of the scroll (11QT LI:6-10; see also XLVII:3-0).
There can be little doubt that the various and numerous purity issues raised in
these and other sectarian documents (e.g., 4QToharot) would have had con-
siderable impact on the sectarian attitude toward the temple. We cannot by
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any means list here all of the issues at stake, but we can identify some of the
major points of contention.

One reason the sanctuary was considered ritually defiled was because
people deemed by the sect to be ritually impure were allowed to enter into it. It
appears that the sect adhered to rather strict laws of ritual impurity: for in-
stance, in the passage just alluded to, 11QT XLV:7-10 states that a man who
has had a seminal emission is barred from the temple for three days, while
the legal precedents in the Pentateuch speak of only a day-long impurity (Lev.
15:16; Deut. 23:10-11).>> The Temple Scroll is also stricter in comparison to
rabbinic literature in its emphasis that the impurity in question lasts until
sunset (11QT XLV:9; cf. L:4, 15, and 4QMMT B1s, 72).>* Rabbinic literature, in
contrast, allowed a person who had immersed to enter parts of the temple
immediately thereafter, even if that person’s state of ritual impurity techni-
cally lasted until sundown (the so-called tevul yom; see, e.g., m. Kelim 1:5).>* In
addition to asserting longer periods of defilement for some already-known
ritual impurities, the Qumran documents also introduce new sources of ritual
defilement. For instance, they appear to have considered the blind to be rit-
ually impure (11QT XLV:12-14), though it is possible that these persons are
banned not because they are ritually impure per se but because their inability
to see could lead to their accidental defilement of the temple precincts (cf.
4QMMT B 49-54).> If, as I have argued elsewhere,*® the sectarians consid-
ered sinners in general as if they were ritually (and not just morally) defiling,
then we would find yet another reason why the sect considered the temple
impure. No doubt the temple was frequented—and thus, defiled—Dby those
considered sinful according to sectarian standards.

The legal documents from Qumran also raise concerns with the ways
certain purification procedures were practiced. A number of texts treat the red
heifer rite of Numbers 19, and these documents appear to emphasize that
those involved with the preparation are considered ritually impure until
evening (4QMMT B 13-17; 4Q277 frag. 1).>” As is well known, this position
contrasts sharply with the practice as remembered (or imagined) by the rab-
bis. According to m. Parah 3:7, the persons involved with the rite are to bathe
and immediately resume their duties, because ritual purity can be partially
achieved by washing alone (without waiting until sunset). The ramifications of
this kind of dispute are also rather serious: this rite yields the purification
waters used for the amelioration of corpse impurity, which is the most severe
and most contagious form of ritual defilement. If the rite were performed
incorrectly, then presumably all of the people from the priests on down would
then be in a state of ritual defilement. By their entering the temple in such a
state, the temple itself has presumably been rendered ritually defiled as well.

A third kind of ritual purity dispute concerns realms of space: the Temple
Scroll suggests to us that the sect had an “expansive” approach to the sacred
realms, believing that the various sources of ritual impurity (however under-
stood) would have to be kept farther from the temple and even from the city of
the sanctuary than we would have otherwise thought.>® For example, in the
case we have been considering, 11QT XLV:11-12 bans men defiled by semen
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not just from the temple but from the city of the sanctuary. In the Damascus
Document, we find a related prohibition against having sexual relations in the
city of the sanctuary (CD XII:1-2; 4Q 271 frag. 5, I:ry—18). Assuming the
current temple did not follow the laws as stipulated by the Temple Scroll, we can
presume that the scroll’s stringencies lead to the idea that the temple has been
ritually defiled by the admission of ritually impure persons to Jerusalem and its
environs.

The Temple Scroll emphasizes again and again that its concerns with ritual
purity are related to the fact that God’s name, presence, or glory is to dwell in
the sanctuary (XLV:12-14, XLVI:4, 8, 11-12; XLVII:3—4, 10-11, 18; LI:7-10; cf.
XXIX: 3-10). In these passages, the scroll uses the terms “name” and “glory”
interchangeably, frequently making use of the causative form of “dwell.”*’
We have reviewed already the biblical foundations of this view, and the Temple
Scroll's approach seems largely consistent with the biblical evidence.*® The
fact that the Temple Scroll emphatically refers to the dwelling of God’s name,
presence, or glory as a future possibility strongly suggests that the document
does not believe that the current temple merits this divine endorsement.
Presumably, that is because, according to the rules of the Temple Scroll, the
present temple would be considered ritually defiled. Yet while the Temple
Scroll’s ritual purity rules appear to differ from those of other ancient Jews—
leading to a critical evaluation of the current temple—the essential theology of
the Temple Scroll seems largely consistent with other biblical, ancient Jewish,
and rabbinic documents.*'

Of course, there is nothing inherently anti-temple in the concerns of 11QT
and 4QMMT that the temple could be defiled—ritually or morally—by vio-
lations: after all, Leviticus is similarly concerned with the potential defilement
of a sanctuary. But 4QMMT is clearly a polemical document, rejecting op-
posing views that are presumably the ones in practice at the temple at the time
of its composition (whenever that was). The date of the Temple Scroll—to say
nothing of the sources on which it is clearly based—remains a completely
open question, and for all we know the purity laws of 11QT could have been
composed by priests in the third century B.c.E., describing their practice in a
Jerusalem temple at that time.** Yet the Temple Scroll too—at least in its final
form—is surely critical of the current temple (as we will see below), and it is
therefore reasonable to read the document with the assumption that it is not
describing current temple praxis. Yet I must emphasize that we can only infer
that these documents—in the forms that we have them—would have articu-
lated boycotting the temple of their day. It's a good inference, but it remains
an inference just the same.

I have so far suggested that the Qumran texts raise two distinct charges
against the temple, related to purity: that the temple was morally defiled by sin,
and that it was ritually defiled by other violations. When analyzing elsewhere
the purity rules and the use of related terminology in sectarian documents
such as the Rule of the Community and the Thanksgiving Hymns, 1 found strong
evidence that the sectarians did not distinguish between ritual and moral
defilements in the same way that most other Jews did, at least with regard to
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their distinct approach to sin and sinners.*’ Yet as we have just seen, those
Qumran documents that speak most clearly and frequently of the temple and
its practice—CD, 4QMMT, 11QT—tend to use purity terms in their traditional
ways, referring to what we can reasonably identify as “ritual” or “moral”
concerns.

The Temple as Ritually Inadequate

Many other temple-related legal disputes between the sect and their con-
temporaries fall under a different category, by virtue of the fact that they do
not concern purity per se. It is important for the sake of accuracy and clarity to
emphasize that violation of these rules would not have led—even in the
sectarian perspective—to the defilement of the sanctuary. Indeed, unlike the
case of the defilement of the sanctuary (whether ritual, moral, or both) there is
less with regard to these disputes that would inherently lead to a boycott of the
temple.

We find a number of disputes regarding sacrificial practice in 4QMMT
and the Temple Scroll that do not concern purity per se. Such concerns include,
for example, the prohibition of leaving cereal offerings overnight (4QMMT
B 9-13; 11QT XX:12-13),** the requirements that fourth-year produce and
certain tithes be given to the priests (4QMMT B 62-64),** and the various
sacrificial procedures spelled out in much of the Temple Scroll (11QT XI:
9-XXIX:10).*® It is certainly striking that the eighteen columns of the Temple
Scroll devoted to laying out these rules do not preserve any warnings that the
temple would be defiled by improper practice. Thus there is no indication that
violation of these rules may have defiled the temple. It must also be noted that
while certain laws in 4QMMT are specifically said to lead to defilement, others
are not. It is therefore essential to recognize the different nature of such
issues, and the possibility that the inherent force of such disputes is less than
those concerning impurity. On the other hand, we cannot preclude the pos-
sibility that debates over such matters may have led in part to a break between
the sect and the larger Jewish polity: after all, according to 4QMMT, the issues
listed are the reasons why the group separated from the rest of the people
(4QMMT C:7-8). But even if these issues were decisive for 4QMMT, they may
or may not have been as decisive for the authors or transmitters of 11QT.

Another example of a dispute unrelated to purity between the sect and
other Jews concerns the Zadokite priesthood. It has long been assumed that
the sect formed in response to the removal of the Zadokite high priestly
dynasty in the wake of the Maccabean wars.*” This view found support in
various references to Zadokite priests (e.g., 1QS V:2, 9), as well as the sup-
position that Qumran was founded in the latter part of the second century
B.C.E. This long-held view has come under increased scrutiny of late. With the
publication of the Cave 4 copies of the Rule of the Community, it became clear
that the concerns with Zadokite priests were relatively later glosses added to
an already existing sectarian work.*® Reexamination of the archaeological
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evidence has led to the conclusion that the site was not in fact settled before
100 B.C.E.*” It has also long been known—though often overlooked—that in
CD II:21-1V:4, the term “Zadokite” functions in a nonliteral fashion: the
reference to these priests in Ezekiel 44:15 is decoded so that it refers to the
“chosen ones of Israel” who will stand at the end of days.’® The evidence is
certainly quite problematic for those who seek to explain Qumran origins with
regard to priestly disputes in the mid—second century. On the other hand, the
evidence that Zadokites were—at some point—given specific powers or pre-
rogatives remains strong (1QS V:2, 9). This development could have been a
matter of contention between the sect and the contemporary (non-Zadokite)
priestly establishment. If there was such a dispute, it was another that had
nothing to do with purity, be it ritual or moral.

Perhaps the most significant example of a temple dispute not related to
purity is the fact that 4QMMT, 11QT, and other Qumran documents (including
the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice) follow a 364-day, 52-week, ““solar” calendar,”’
while the temple authorities appear to have adhered to some sort of lunar-solar
calendar.® A number of matters regarding this calendar dispute require brief
clarification here. First, when discussing the 364-day, 52-week, “solar” calen-
dar, it is essential to avoid the term “‘solar” altogether or at least put the word
in quotation marks. Simply put, that’s because the 52-week calendar only
approximates the solar year. That the solar year is closer to 365.25 days was well
known already in antiquity, as attested by the institution of the Julian calendar,
with its quadrennial leap year in 46 B.c.E., and the subsequent reform of the
365-day Egyptian civil calendar in 22 B.c.E.”’> Indeed, with these and other
calendar reforms and disputes, practically anyone living in the Mediterranean
world in the late first century B.c.E. would have been made aware of the fact
that the 364-day calendar does not keep up with the sun, the stars, or the
seasons. Despite this knowledge, there is no known system of intercalating
the 364-day, 52-week calendar. This calendar holds many attractions: the year
divides evenly into four seasons of ninety-one days (exactly thirteen weeks);
the holidays fall on the same days of the week each year; and the system of
twenty-four priestly courses comes full circle every six years.’* Add a day
here, or a week there, and one or more of these attractions is lost. Indeed
Jubilees 6:31-32 explicitly prohibits making any adjustments whatsoever.’® As a
result, it is not true to assert that the 364-day “solar” calendar coordinates
heaven with earth any better (or with less human intervention) than a lunar-
solar one.*®

There is also no evidence to the effect that calendar disputes led directly to
any accusation that the temple was defiled, whether ritually or morally.”’
Moreover, there is reason to wonder whether a calendar dispute on its own
would even have impelled one group to shun a temple run in accordance with
the calendar of another. True, such a disagreement would lead to the cele-
bration of major festivals on different days—indeed, the little information we
have on specific calendar disputes among ancient Jews tends to focus on
specific holidays (e.g., 1QpHab XI:4-8; m. Rosh ha-Shanah 2:8—9). But the
holidays—though of great significance—represent, when added together,
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a proportionally small percentage of the days of the year. Since we have no
evidence that ancient Jews counted the days of the week differently, the
scheduling of Sabbath or weekday rituals was not affected by these calendar
disputes. Any disagreement over when the day begins (morning or evening)
would be equally irrelevant, as practically all temple rituals take place dur-
ing the daytime. Thus even when calendar disputes were looming—or even
raging—the temple was run most of the time according to the rules of both
calendars: that is, on most given days, the priests in the temple were doing
nothing particularly special, which is just what either calendar would legislate
for that day. This point is not of minor significance: while we could assume
that Jews adhering to one calendar might avoid the temple on the holidays as
being celebrated in accordance with another calendar, there is no reason to
assume that a calendar dispute on its own would necessarily lead to a boycott of
the temple on all days.*®

It is certainly not the case that all of the temple-related legal disputes
between the Qumran sectarians and other ancient Jewish groups concerned
purity, whether ritual or moral. And this point too is by no means insignifi-
cant. Scholars have generally assumed—rightly enough, in my view—that the
purity-concerned Qumran sectarians would have shunned a temple that they
considered to be both ritually and morally defiled. The same presumption
however, does not necessarily apply to those temple disputes that do not
concern purity, such as those we have reviewed here. But while potentially of
less significance in and of themselves, such disputes could certainly serve
to supplement a rejectionist ideology. As if adding insult to injury, once the
temple were considered morally or ritually defiled, it could easily stand accused
of a host of other lesser transgressions such as those mentioned here.

The Temple as Structurally Inadequate

There is nothing new in the belief that the Second Temple was structurally
inadequate. In the early days of the Second Temple—or even before the
temple was constructed, if the traditional dating is to be accepted—the pro-
phet Ezekiel or subsequent disciples imagined a future temple of ideal design
and enormous size. It was argued in chapter 3 that Ezekiel’s vision must be
taken on two levels: while it expresses hope for a glorious future, it levels
criticism at both the First and Second temples, which certainly fail by com-
parison. The temple that was destroyed was woefully inadequate, and the
temple that had been rebuilt could hardly have surpassed it.

As the Second Temple period progresses, we find similar statements
regarding future temples, and these can, for the most part, be understood
likewise. In some cases (e.g., 1 Enoch 90:28-37, 2 Esdras 10:25-27, 42-44) we
are told little more than that a future temple will replace the current one. In
some other cases, we are told that the temple of the future will be constructed
of jewels, or exhibit other extraworldly characteristics (2 Esdras 10:55; Tobit
13:16-17).>° A glorious new temple is also imagined in the New Jerusalem texts
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from Qumran (1Q32, 2Q24, 4Q554-555, 5Q15, 11Q18), which imagine a city
with a golden wall (11Q18, frag. 10), jewel-encrusted structures (4Q554 frag. 2,
II:15), streets paved in white stone, alabaster, and onyx (5Q15 fragz, 1:6—), and
a temple whose construction is similarly radiant (2Q24 frag. 3; frag. 8).*°

On the one hand, these sources can be understood like Ezekiel’s vision:
since neither the past nor present temples exhibit such characteristics, they
are surely inadequate by comparison. On the other hand, the fantastic nature
of these visions serves to exculpate the people. After all, they were never asked
to build jewel-encrusted temples, nor could they have done so had they even
wished to. The people cannot be faulted for not being able to produce the
wonders that God can. Moreover, the inadequacy of the present and past
temples is inherent: the people didn’t render them inadequate by breaking the
laws or defiling them in some way. Therefore, to the degree these visions
imagine a wondrous future temple, they step away from the kind of vision
that Ezekiel had, one that shakes a finger at the past as much as it points
toward the future.

In some respects, the Temple Scroll might appear to present a similarly
wondrous vision of an expanded future temple. Yet it is virtually certain that
the temple being spoken of throughout the scroll is not the eschatological
temple, of the sort imagined in the New Jerusalem texts.’’ According to
11QT, the temple being described is to last for quite some time, until the coming
day when God will construct his own sanctuary (XXIX:9-10).°> Meanwhile, the
temple being described throughout the document was supposed to have been
built long ago, and it should at any rate already be in existence (XXIX:3-8).

The temple imagined in the Temple Scroll is entirely unlike any other
known from ancient Jewish literature.®® In size, the temple’s outer court is
practically the dimensions of the current old city of Jerusalem (XL:g).** In
structure, the temple is unique in being surrounded by three concentric square
courts (other temple plans allow for just two courts).”> The Temple Scroll’s
sanctuary exhibits a number of other distinct features, such as its curious
golden staircase (XXX:3-XXXI:9).”® Indeed, the temple envisioned in the
Temple Scroll is beyond comparison to the tabernacle or the Solomonic temple
(as known from the Hebrew Bible), to the Second Temple (as known from
Josephus or rabbinic literature), or even to the eschatological temple envi-
sioned in Ezekiel 40-48.%” All these—and certainly any temple that existed
when the Temple Scroll was composed—fall short by comparison. And yet the
temple envisioned is not entirely fantastic: it is not encrusted with jewels or
built of golden walls—nor will it descend from heaven. The temple of the
Temple Scroll is an impressive structure, but it is not a divine one.

There is a tendency to describe the laws and practices laid out in Qum-
ranic literature (including especially 4QMMT and 11QT) as stringent.*® Cer-
tainly there are any number of stringencies in the Temple Scroll.*® Yet it is
equally important to recognize that sectarian law is not always stringent,
whether compared to the Hebrew Bible or rabbinic literature.”® Indeed, there
are a number of “liberal” or “lenient” tendencies in the Temple Scroll—and
these seem to get mentioned much less frequently. First, it is worth noting




160 SECOND TEMPLE, SYMBOLISM, AND SUPERSESSIONISM

that the expanded temple complex—which serves, to be sure, to protect the
sacred center—also provides more Israelites with greater access to holy space
than any other temple plan known. There’s plenty of room in this temple for
the women and children who are permitted to enter the outer court (see
XXXIX:7-8). The throngs of pilgrims can enter from all directions, through
the outer courts’ twelve gates, one designated for each tribe (11QT XXXIX:11—
13; XL:13-XLI:11).”" Indeed, 11QT’s interest in all twelve tribes (in a noneschat-
ological text) seems remarkably inclusive, especially if this document does
stem from the early Second Temple period. The Temple Scroll also gives these
pilgrims more reason to come: there are more festivals than we know from
other calendars, and there are more sacrifices offered—including especially
those sacrifices in which all Israelites participate (e.g., 11QT XIX-XXI).”> The
Temple Scroll also legislates that certain sacrificial portions be given to the
Levites, something that neither biblical nor rabbinic law provides (LX: 6-9).”*
One final inclusive or lenient tendency requires mention here: in contrast to
other sectarian literature, we do not find in the Temple Scroll any intimation
that sinners were ritually impure or otherwise excluded from the sacred
precincts. In these ways, the Temple Scroll can be understood as being true to
its priestly origins: it seeks to balance the protection of sacred space and the
priestly hierarchy with a concern for the inclusion of all Israel. The current
temple in Jerusalem falls short in the Temple Scroll’s estimation for many
reasons, not all of which are stringencies on the part of the scroll.

In comparison to the temple described in the Temple Scroll, the present
temple is defiled (both ritually and morally); its ritual is not being properly
performed, and its calendar is wrong. But even if the temple authorities were
to change all that and follow the rules as stated in the Temple Scroll, it still
wouldn’t suffice, because the structure itself is not large enough, nor is it built
to code. So while the New Jerusalem texts and those like it are less critical of the
past and present than Ezekiel 40—48, the Temple Scroll is every bit as critical, if
not more so. There’s really no hope for the present temple, other than for it to
be rebuilt from the ground up.

Having surveyed the rejectionist polemics articulated at Qumran, we take a
moment to note the difficulties inherent in associating these views with other
known groups (e.g., Essenes or Sadducees) or placing these perspectives
within any specific social context of the late Second Temple period. The reality
of Second Temple Judaism was likely more complex than Josephus’—or many
modern scholars’—descriptions of the past allow. Surely the various sects—
including the Pharisees, the Sadducees, the Essenes, and the Dead Sea Sect—
evolved over time. The sectarians of the first century B.c.e. may or may not
have had the same opinions on these matters as the sectarians (or the Essenes)
of the first century c.e. Moreover, the temple itself was in a state of great
change and development. The structure was thoroughly rebuilt during the
reign of Herod (37-4 B.c.E.), and during and after Herod’s reign, many high
priests came and went. As a result, it is virtually impossible to know precisely
what the temple practice was at any given time. So the likelihood remains that
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the Dead Sea sect’s relationship with the temple changed over time, depending
on the circumstance.”

Still, it is with regard to the temple that we find the greatest of contrasts
between the Pharisees and Sadducees on the one hand and the rejectionist
attitudes of CD, 4QMMT and the Temple Scroll on the other: we have no reason
to suppose from any of our sources regarding the Pharisees or Sadducees that
either group rejected the temple in any way, at any time. As Philip Davies noted
some time ago, “despite a range of differences over Temple cultic procedure
with the Sadducees, the Pharisees never abandoned the Jewish temple to their
opponents, and vice-versa.””*> But we cannot generalize from the Pharisees and
Sadducees to the Qumran sectarians: it must equally be remembered that
neither the Pharisees nor the Sadducees established communes out in the
desert. Nor did either group leave behind traditions claiming that the temple
was ritually or morally defiled already, in their day. As we have seen, the Dead
Sea sect did indeed abandon the temple at some point during this period: the
various complaints we have surveyed here coalesce into a coherent, sectarian,
rejectionist ideology.

Replacing the Temple

We will now consider an issue that is in some respects the result of all (or most)
of the foregoing: the idea that because the temple was rendered useless, some
sort of replacement was therefore found. There are essentially two distinct
ways in which various scholars suggest that the Dead Sea sectarians replaced
the Jerusalem temple. One view, articulated by a small minority of scholars,
holds that the sectarians performed their own sacrificial worship at Qumran.
The other view, articulated by many more scholars, holds that the sectarians
conceived of their own community as a temple, in which nonsacrificial acts—
sometimes called “spiritual” sacrifices—were performed.

Sacrifice at Qumran?

There is a small but vocal group of scholars who maintain that the sectarians
performed sacrifice at Qumran.”® The archaeological evidence comes pri-
marily from bone burials uncovered at the site.”” The literary evidence for this
claim comes primarily from Josephus’ Antiquities 18:19, which suggests that
the Essenes performed sacrifices on their own (8¢’ adt®v tdg Bvoiag émtehod-
ow).”® Josephus’ testimony only pertains to the degree to which one accepts the
Essene hypothesis, a question we simply cannot enter into here. Still, I cannot
agree with those who interpret Josephus’ statement to the effect that the Es-
senes offered only “spiritualized” sacrifices on their own.”® Josephus speaks
explicitly and plainly of sacrifices, and thus we need to entertain the possibility
that the Essenes—and perhaps the very Essene-like Dead Sea sectarians—did
perform actual sacrificial rituals on their own. Scholars ought not to dismiss
the question out of hand by asserting that the possibility is not a likely one or
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that Josephus must have been mistaken.*® After all, we do know that at various
times in the Second Temple period, groups of Jews established temples and
practiced sacrifice outside of Jerusalem.®'

Still it must also be said that the case for sacrifice at Qumran is not very
strong. No sacrificial altar has been uncovered at the site, and the incense altar
alleged to have been discovered there is too small to have been of any use
in communal worship.*? The bone burials—though curious—do not provide
solid evidence of sacrificial practice, for no known Jewish sacrificial custom
requires such burials.®? It is therefore more likely that the burials reflect some
ritualized eating practice.** The possibility cannot be precluded that the sec-
tarians performed those sacrificial practices that need no altar, like the red
heifer ritual of Numbers 19.*> But this question is an ancillary one: according
to both rabbinic and Samaritan evidence, the ashes produced from a single
red heifer could last hundreds of years.** Thus even if the sectarians per-
formed this rite and used red heifer ashes in their purification rituals, they
may have only performed the sacrificial rite itself once in a generation, if even
that frequently. Therefore, on the basis of the evidence that has come to light
thus far, it cannot be demonstrated convincingly that the sectarians per-
formed any regular sacrificial service at Qumran.

The Community as a Temple

But we need not suppose that sacrifice was performed at Qumran in order to
determine whether or not the sectarians viewed the temple as if it had been
replaced. The other way the temple could have been replaced at Qumran is
if the sect viewed their community as a substitute for the temple.?” According
to this approach, the Qumran sectarians replaced the temple and its sacrificial
activity with their own kinds of worship—all too often referred to as “spiri-
tual” sacrifices.®® According to different interpreters, the sect’s ostensible
replacement(s) for sacrifice consisted of their prayers, righteous deeds, or even
exegetical activity.*

A number of passages are typically understood to express the idea that the
community constituted some kind of a temple, including especially 4QFlor-
ilegium (4Q174), along with selections from the Rule of the Community. Discus-
sions also typically catalogue what are really corollaries to this main idea:
sectarian purity practices, or the various ways in which the sect described their
rituals in cultic terms.”® Indeed, there is strong evidence within the Qumran
literature to the effect that the community viewed one or another of its activities
as taking on cultic significance, and we will review much of this evidence toward
the end of this chapter. We focus for now, however, on passages that have been
understood to speak explicitly about the community as some sort of a temple.

The fragmentary document known as 4QFlorilegium, preserved only in one
copy, consists of a thematic collection of eschatological pesher-like commen-
taries on assorted biblical passages, notably verses taken from Nathan’s
prophecy concerning King David’s dynasty and the king’s desire to build a
house for God (2 Sam. 7:10-14).”" The document is widely acknowledged to be
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sectarian in origin, and generally dated to the Herodian period.” 4QFlorilegium
quotes 2 Samuel 77:10, which speaks of a place to be established in which the
people will dwell secure, free from the interventions of evil oppressors (I:1-2).
This verse is then juxtaposed with Exodus 15:17 (“The Sanctuary, Oh Lord,
which Your hands have established”). It appears that the document seeks to
describe an eschatological temple that will be kept free from the intrusion of
various foreigners or those of questionable birth (I:2—4).”* The major interpre-
tive difficulties begin a few lines later (I:6—7), where, according to one classic
reading, the document speaks again of the eschatological temple, this time with
the phrase migdash adam (278 WP; often understood as referring to a “human
temple”). Within this temple—which is often described as a “spiritual” one—
the people will offer up acts of Torah (717 "wwn) in lieu of sacrifices.”*
Needless to say, this controversial interpretation has not been universally
accepted. Some time ago, Yigael Yadin and David Flusser both argued that
4QFlorilegium imagined a concrete eschatological temple built by God (as
suggested I:1-2), which would in the end of days be a sanctuary “among the
people.”® Thus these interpreters would place 4QFlorilegium alongside the
various apocalyptic and rabbinic sources that speak of a temple in heaven that
is ready and waiting to descend to earth for human use at the end of days.
Because such a temple is also envisioned in the Temple Scroll (XXIX:9-10) and
in the New Jerusalem texts, we can be certain that this idea was known at
Qumran. Despite its divine origins, this temple will be concrete, and the sac-
rifices offered there will be real.”® Allied with this view is the understanding of
4QFlorilegium 1.7, which speaks of what will be oftered at the migdash adam not
as acts of Torah (77n) but as acts of todah (sacrificial thanksgiving; mmn).””
More recently, a number of interpreters have suggested that the migdash
adam is not to be identified with the eschatological temple explicitly mentioned
earlier in the document. This opens up a number of distinct possibilities for
understanding the sanctuary spoken of in 4QFlorilegium 1:6—7 as referring to
(1) the man-made temple of Solomon;’® (2) a man-made temple yet to be built
along the lines of the Temple Scroll;°® (3) a human temple established by the
Qumran community, not instead of the future temple but in anticipation of
it;'° or, as a purposely polyvalent term, (4) not only the human temple (as in
possibility 3) but also the temple of Adam, the holy place that will signify the
fulfillment of God’s original creation.'®" Other alternatives—combining one or
another of the interpretive options surveyed—have also been considered.'*>
Regardless of how the phrase migdash adam is to be understood, it must be
emphasized that any suggestion that the document imagines or hopes for a
permanent nonsacrificial temple is extremely problematic. The evidence, rather,
points in a different direction. Most likely, the sectarians saw their temple-free
existence as a provisional response to an undesired circumstance.'® This can
be seen most clearly in those eschatological passages from the Qumran sec-
tarian literature that conceive of a future physical temple, in which tangible
sacrifices consisting of animal and vegetable will be offered. The War Scroll, for
instance, imagines future priests administering burnt offerings and other
sacrifices in the sanctuary, with the intent to send up the pleasing odor to atone
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for the people (1IQM I1:4-6; see also 1QM VII:to-11).'"* The Psalms Pesher
(4Quy1) foretells that the congregation of the poor will inherit the high and holy
mountain—presumably the locale of the temple (IIl:1o-11). As mentioned
above, the Temple Scroll also speaks explicitly of a future temple (XXIX:10), and
even though this structure is to be built by God, we cannot presume to say,
without explicit evidence, that this temple would not involve sacrificial prac-
tice.'” The New Jerusalem texts from Qumran also imagine a future rebuilt
temple, with an altar (11Q18, frag. 13, 4), on which sacrifices will be offered
(frags. 16-17 I1/I:1-5). And certainly it is also relevant to note that the sectarians
looked forward to the coming of two messianic figures, one of whom was to be
a priest (CD XIV:19; 1QS IX:11)."° We can safely conclude, therefore, that to
whatever extent the sectarians saw their community as a stand-in for the
temple, it was surely understood as a provisional situation.

Obviously, a number of challenges face interpreters of 4QFlorilegium. It
remains possible (but not likely) that the document imagines an eschatolog-
ical temple consisting not of bricks and mortar but of people, where offerings
consist not of tangible sacrifices but of righteous deeds. Disputes over the
meaning of the curious phrase migdash adam are sure to continue, and
scholars will still disagree over whether this phrase refers to the eschatological
temple mentioned earlier in the document or to some other temple. In light
of all this, we ought not consider 4QFlorilegium to be solid evidence in favor of
the theory that the sectarians viewed their community as a temple.

But the community-as temple theory can still find support in the Rule
of the Community, where we find a cluster of passages speaking of the estab-
lishment of a holy house in the desert that will serve to effect atonement
(VIII:5—7, 8-10, with supralineal gloss, and IX:3—s5; see also V:5-6).'%” In IX:4,
the means by which this atonement is achieved is specified further, but the
passage is not entirely clear. For most, the passage is taken to mean that the
sect will atone “without the flesh of burnt offerings or the fat of sacrifices.”**®
Some read the passage as if it says that atonement by other means is “better
than burnt offerings.”'% Still others read the passage as if to say that atone-
ment is still achieved “by means of”” or “through the flesh of burnt offerings.”*'°
One would think that the difference between these translations ought to be
rather significant, but, surprisingly, even some who opt for the more neutral
translations still insist that the “blood sacrifices have been replaced indefi-
nitely by ‘spiritual sacrifices’” and therefore the Jerusalem temple has been
“superseded.”""!

The passage is indeed rather complicated, as a number of translators note
in one way or another.'"” What cannot be denied is that the sect’s own be-
haviors are described in sacrificial terms. What has not been fully proven is
whether or not there is even an explicit replacement here, let alone a “spiri-
tualization” or a “supersession.” But even if there is a replacement meant
here, it is surely a provisional one: for the sectarians, the expectation of a future
temple remains paraurnount.113

The provisional nature of what is spoken of in the Rule of the Community
can be confirmed in a number of ways. First, the location in the desert (1QS
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VIII:14) strongly suggests a temporary, provisional situation. Some have
glorified the desert as a pure or idyllic place, building on passages such as
Jeremiah 2:2 and Hosea 2:12-16.""* Others have supposed that a retreat to the
wilderness is an explicitly antitemple move.''> The latter interpretation is
difficult to defend: why a retreat from general society can be seen as specifi-
cally antitemple is not very clear. The desert, moreover, is not generally viewed
in an idyllic fashion: Shemaryahu Talmon is correct to emphasize the ex-
ceptional nature of those passages that appear to idealize the desert.''® The
thrust of the biblical evidence leads decidedly in a different direction: the
desert is a place of refuge and punishment. Indeed, the fact that the sect
viewed itself as living in exile certainly suggests that they were experiencing
punishment (e.g., 1QpHab XI:6; 1QM I:2; cf. CD VI:5).""” A number of pas-
sages from Qumran literature confirm that they too viewed the desert in this
manner (e.g., CD I11:6-9)."'® In line with this perspective, the Temple Scroll
eliminates the wilderness narrative altogether. And, contrary to some inter-
pretations, the scroll does not give great emphasis to the priestly traditions
concerning the tabernacle’s dimension or materials of construction.""® Thus
here, too, we find further confirmation that the Dead Sea sectarians viewed
their establishment in the desert not as a new ideal but as a temporary refuge.

Curiously, the Rule of the Community speaks of the institution in the
desert as a bifurcated house: there is to be, for example, a “holy house for
Israel” and a “holy of holies for Aaron” (1QS VIII:5—G, cf. VIII:8—9, IX:6). For
those who interpret the community as a temple, these are typically understood
as referring to two of the temple’s courts.'?® This bifurcation, however, does
not match the description of any known sanctuary, whether from the priestly
traditions, Ezekiel, Josephus, the Temple Scroll, or rabbinic literature. The
temples described in all these sources have at least three zones, or even more,
depending on how and what one counts. Jacob Licht, noting other problems
with the terms in these passages, suggests that the bifurcation is analogous to
the rabbinic distinction between lesser and greater sacrifices (e.g., m. Zevahim
5:1-8), here applied not to distinctions of space but to the different statuses of
priests and Israelites. Thus for Licht, the passage does not articulate a ho-
mology between the community and a physical temple at all.'*!

Without going as far as Licht, there are indeed a number of important
ways in which the temple-community homology at Qumran is incomplete—
and it is not the case that in all ways the community is evaluated better than
the temple. Another important way in which the homology is incomplete is
terminological: with the exception of the problematic migdash adam phrase in
4QFlorilegium, the passages typically cited in discussions of the Qumranic
community-as-temple concept make use not of the specific word for sanctuary
(¥p) but the more ambiguous and multivalent term, “house” (n°3; e.g., 1QS
VIIL:5-6, IX:6)."% This is true even in the Damascus Document, where the one
(possible) reference to the community as a temple speaks of the establishment
of a “sure house in Israel” (CD I1I:19)."** Yet the term “sanctuary” (J7pn) is
used nine distinct times in CD (I:3, IV:1, 18, V:6, VL:12, 16, XII1, 2, XX:23)
with at least one additional usage in the 4Q manuscripts (4Q266 frag. 6,
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I1:4)."** If the author(s) of CD wanted to say that the community was truly a
temple, why not use the word?

It is appropriate that the sectarians stopped short of referring to their
community as a sanctuary, because presumably they knew better than anyone
that the analogy was inexact. Licht helpfully referred to this homology as a
sectarian “‘slogan,” drawing a comparison with the passages that refer to the
community as an “eternal planting” (VIIL:s, XI:8; cf. IQH® XIV:15)."** No one,
of course, expects the comparison between the community and a plant to be
exact."”® Scholarship, however, has been too taken with the literalization of the
“house” slogan to recognize the intended inexactitude of the homology being
drawn. In a characteristic assessment, Lawrence Schiffman states that the
sect’s stringent purity laws—with the gradual admission of initiates and the
expulsion of sinners for periods of time—can “only be understood if the sect
itself was regarded as a Temple and, therefore, it was obligatory to maintain
Temple purity laws within the context of the life of the group.”*?” This ob-
servation is commonplace, and certainly true to an extent: but it is equally
important to note that we know of no sanctuary—whether from the priestly
traditions, Ezekiel, Josephus, the Temple Scroll, or rabbinic literature—that
allowed people to enter only after years of purification. The ability of the
temple-community analogy to explain the specific purity practices of the sect
has been overemphasized.

Another difference between the temple and the Qumran community—
even in their own estimation—can be seen when we consider their attitude
toward the divine presence. We can be certain that the concept of God’s
presence dwelling in an earthly temple was known at Qumran. The notion
pervades the Temple Scroll, as we have seen, to say nothing of the Pentateuch,
the various books of which were also in ample supply at Qumran. The notion is
also in Jubilees—and we find some key phrases even on extant fragments
from Qumran (4Q216 IV:5; see also, as restored, I:7, Il:9-10 and IV:5—7; cf.
Jub. 1:1-16)."?® The idea of a divine presence dwelling in the heavenly sanctuary
is also asserted in the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice, as discussed in the previous
chapter. Yet none of the texts that are generally understood to express the
notion that the community is a temple explicitly asserts that the divine pres-
ence, glory, or name now dwells among the community. The closest we come
to something along these lines are the references to the holy angels residing
among—or fighting alongside—the elect at the end of days (1QSa I1:8-9; 1QM
VII:6, X11:7-8)."*° While these passages apply clearly to the future, other texts
speak suggestively of angels residing among the community in the present age
(e.g., 1QS XI:7-8, 1QH* XI:21-22, XIV:13)."*° Indeed, some texts suggest that
the community viewed themselves as holy beings, perhaps on a par with these
angels (e.g., 1QS VIIIL:r7).">" But even so, there is a clear difference between
dwelling among the angels and dwelling among a divine presence. It is
therefore jarring—but perhaps not surprising—that some scholars assert that
the Qumran sectarians believed that the divine presence dwelt among them at
Qumran at the present age.'*” It is certainly reasonable to assume that the
sectarians believed that the divine presence had already departed from the
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ritually and morally defiled temple in Jerusalem: presumably they would not
have shunned a temple in which the divine presence still resided. But even if
God’s glory is no longer at the temple, this hardly means that the divine
presence now dwells with them at Qumran. Here, too, we find that schol-
ars assume an equivalence between the Qumran community and the tem-
ple that is well beyond what is claimed in the Qumran texts themselves.

We come across a similar problem when we consider scholarly evalua-
tions of the sectarian approach to atonement. It is commonplace to find in
scholarship forceful descriptions of the sectarian confidence in their ability to
atone for Israel. Some scholars say that the sectarians could provide effective
atonement just as if they had participated in the temple cult."** Other scholars
go even further, to suggest that the sectarian power of atonement exceeded
that of any temple."** A detailed comparison of biblical, Qumranic, rabbinic,
and other approaches to atonement is out of the question here, but a few
observations can be offered: where the priestly traditions posit sacrificial
atonement for a host of sins—and “excision” (M=) for other extreme violations—
the penal code of the Rule of the Community considers primarily three kinds of
punishment: reduction in rations for fixed terms, separation from the pure food
of the community for fixed terms, and expulsion from the community altogether
(1QS VI:24-VII:25, VIIL:16-27)."*

On the one hand, even expulsion from the sect is surely more lenient than
biblical excision (whatever precisely that was),'*® but for our purposes what is
important is that the various forms of sectarian punishment are more severe
than the requirement of a sin-offering. Indeed, it is commonly acknowledged
that sectarian law was more stringent in these matters than biblical or rabbinic
law."” To take a specific example: a number of property crimes, even when
committed willingly, are resolved in the priestly traditions by repayment, a
fine, and a reparation offering (Lev. 5:20-26). Rabbinic literature follows suit,
similarly legislating repayment, a fine, and a reparation offering for crimes,
including willful robbery (m. Bava Qamma 9:7, m. Zevahim 5:5; Sifra Dibura
de-Hobah parashah 13). Yet when considering even lighter offenses with regard to
property, the Rule of the Community legislates a year-long separation from the pure
food of the community, along with a reduction in rations (1QS VI:24-25). The
Damascus Document similarly assigns lengthy periods of probation, even for
sins committed unwillingly (4Q266 frags. 10-11; 4Q270 frag. 7, I'15-19; cf. CD
XIV:17-24)."* Of course, more serious crimes would be punished more severely,
especially when committed willfully (e.g., 1QS VIIL:16-24)."*°

It seems curious to me that so many scholars find reason to emphasize
and praise the sectarian power to effect atonement, even while the strict na-
ture of sectarian punishment is all too obvious (and widely recognized). A
more balanced assessment, however, would require that the strict nature of
sectarian punishment be brought to bear on any evaluation of the sectarian
viewpoint on atonement. To whatever degree the sectarian position on pun-
ishment is a more stringent one, it is equally predicated on possessing a lesser
power to effect atonement. The penal laws of 1QS—whose punishments typ-
ically take a long time to work off—clearly suggest that the sect did not claim to
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possess the powers of atonement that the priestly traditions of the Pentateuch
claim for the cult. We must conclude, therefore, that the sectarians did not
believe they had the power to effect atonement, at least not in a very expeditious
manner, which is what one would expect from a temple.

In an important recent study of prayer at Qumran, Eileen Schuller has
demonstrated how the confident, triumphant sectarian statements on deter-
minism (e.g., 1QS IIL:15-16; 1QH?® IX:9—10; CD II:6-10) find a counterweight
in the various sectarian prayers that beg God for atonement and purifica-
tion (e.g., IQH® XIX: 32-34):"* if the sectarians had full confidence that they
were predetermined to be the sons of light, what need have they of further
atonement or purification? Similarly, even though we are led to believe that
the outcome of the final war of the sons of light against the sons of darkness is
predetermined, the War Scroll states that the high priest is to pray for victory
(1QM XV:5)."*" Certainly the sect expressed strong deterministic beliefs, but
this did not prevent them from experiencing moods of doubt and composing
prayers that step back decidedly from what a simplistic description of their
determinism would lead us to expect. While we may wish to continue de-
scribing Qumran doctrine as deterministic, a fuller analysis of Qumran religion
would have to take account of these disparate tendencies.

We face, I think, a similarly complex situation when evaluating the
Qumranic notion that the community is to be compared to a temple. This
comparison is not a doctrine—it is a “slogan,” as Licht correctly noted quite
some time ago. And it is not just a slogan but also a metaphoric one that
purposely utilizes the more ambiguous term (“house”) over the specific term
(“sanctuary”’). Like all comparisons—indeed, like all metaphors—the analogy
can only be pushed so far. In my view, when it comes to comparing the sec-
tarian community to a temple, scholars have not exercised due restraint.
The slogan indicates that sectarians saw their community as a provisional
replacement for a temple, even though their provisional replacement fails
by comparison to a temple itself. While the community takes on certain char-
acteristics of the temple, the texts themselves do not assert that the com-
munity is better than or even as good as a temple would be. Indeed, compared
to the temple that they themselves envision in the Temple Scroll, the community
offers limited access to the divine presence and relatively inadequate means of
achieving atonement.

Imitating the Temple and Its Priests

Having demonstrated the fundamental differences between the ways the
community imagined a temple and conceived of itself, we will now consider
briefly the aforementioned corollaries to this idea: the fact that the community
appears to take on itself certain cultic restrictions and also describes various
aspects of its ritual and social structure in cultic terms. Certainly the sectarian
concern with purity is the most prominent of these ideas, and it is frequently
asserted that their concern with purity reflects their self-understanding as a
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temple."*? Though less frequently emphasized, it is also true that the various
stages of joining the community are described in cultic terms: the (presumably
male) initiate who joins the community “offers himself” (270057; 1QS Vi1; cf.
Exod. 25:2)."** This offering is by no means “spiritual” in nature: the initiate
gives his money and possessions to the community.'** The sectarians’ con-
tinued attention to the distinctions among priests, Levites, and the rest of
Israel also fits into this mold."**

But if they didn’t view themselves as a true temple, then how to explain
these phenomena? As we will see here and in chapters 6 and 7, the Qumran
sectarians were by no means alone in describing various ritual behaviors
in cultic terms, or in maintaining purity beyond the boundaries of the temple."*°
With regard to the maintenance of ritual purity, we should consider—in ad-
dition to the evidence from Qumran—Josephus’ and Philo’s testimony
regarding the Essenes (e.g. JW 2:119-161), Philo’s description of the Ther-
apaeutae (in Contemplative Life), and the rabbinic descriptions of the “fellow-
ship” (haburah; see t. Demai 2:2—-12). Regardless of one’s position on the
Essene hypothesis, it is virtually impossible to read all of this evidence as
speaking of the Qumran sectarians exclusively: certainly a number of groups in
the Second Temple period sought actively to maintain rather high levels of
ritual purity, especially when eating or praying. Significantly, other literary
evidence suggests to us that we cannot restrict such concerns to isolated
groups of pietists. A number of sources testify that individual ancient Jews
would perform some rite of purification—from immersing to handwashing—
especially before either eating or praying (Tob. 2:9, Jdt. 1217, 2 Macc. 12:38,
Aristeas 305, Sib. Or. 3:591-593, Mark 7:1-23)."*’

Evidence for this effort can be found in nonliterary sources as well: we
know from the archaeological record that the concern with ritual purity was
felt well beyond the bounds of the temple. Ritual baths have been discovered
in a number of Second Temple period Jewish settlements, and not just in
proximity to Jerusalem.'*® And it may be significant that ritual baths have
been identified near three synagogues in Israel commonly dated to before
70 c.e."*® Another characteristic archaeological find are stone vessels, which
were in use in the late Second Temple period, again well beyond Jerusalem
and its environs. Indeed, such vessels turn up particularly in places where we
know that Jews lived, and are rare in places of Samaritan or Gentile settle-
ment.">® We know from rabbinic literature (e.g. m. Ohalot 5:5) and the New
Testament (John 2:06) that at least some ancient Jews considered stone vessels
to be immune from ritual defilement. Thus here, too, the literary evidence for
concern with ritual purity goes hand in hand with the archaeological record.
When we put all this evidence together, it appears that efforts to maintain
levels of ritual purity beyond the bounds of the temple were common among
ancient Jews.""

Scholars have disputed the nature and purpose of such efforts. Some have
dismissed the rabbinic evidence as wildly impractical—and therefore histor-
ically baseless."*” Others have suggested that the Qumran sectarians may not
have eaten their daily food in a state of ritual purity either.'> Yet the literature
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and the archaeology of Qumran would suggest that purity matters were taken
there seriously—and literally."** The tannaitic sources are reasonable enough
too, especially when we keep in mind that the early rabbinic literature—and
possibly other ancient Jews as well—probably accepted the quasi-purity of the
tevul yom (one who has already immersed), rendering day-to-day life much
simpler for those who have contracted minor defilements."*> Moreover, with
regard to handwashing, for instance, we need not suppose that purity rites
were performed only when conditions allowed for a constant or complete level
of ritual purity to be maintained. Just as traditional Jews today wash their
hands before eating, even when otherwise ritually defiled, ancient Jews may
have sought states that were, strictly speaking, states of quasi-purity. This is
not to suggest, however, that the possibility of maintaining true ritual purity
was an unlikely one. Maintaining ritual purity may have been difficult, but it
ought not be dismissed as impossible.

In a classic treatment of purity in ancient Judaism, Gedaliahu Alon sup-
posed that there were two general trends regarding ritual purity among ancient
Jews in the Second Temple period.">® The first trend—which Alon termed
“minimalist”—operated on the general assumption that purity concerns were
limited to the temple, its environs, and those who intended to visit there. The
second trend—which Alon termed “maximalist’—sought to expand the realm
of purity well beyond the confines of the temple. In Alon’s view, the Essenes
(as known in Alon’s day only from Josephus and Philo) were in the maximalist
camp, while the Sadducees were in the minimalist one. The Pharisees were
divided on the issue, though the dominant trend led in the direction taken by
the Sadducees."”’

In Alon’s day, he argued against his erstwhile disputant, Adolph Biichler,
who had earlier questioned the idea that the rabbinic sources regarding the
haburah could accurately reflect the situation in Israel before 70 c.."*® Of
course, both scholars authored their studies on these matters well before the
discovery of the literature from Qumran, and well before the archaeological
record on ritual baths and stone vessels was so clear. The evidence available to
us today should suggest that we are best off making precisely the opposite
presumption that Biichler did. Indeed, if anything, what the record lacks is
any explicit statement to the effect that ritual purity is to be maintained only in
the temple or its environs: it is not Alon’s “maximalist” view that requires
evidence, it’s the “minimalist” one. As recent surveys of ancient Jewish ap-
proaches to purity and holiness suggest, a good deal of evidence, both literary
and archaeological, can be marshaled to bolster the claim that many Jews—
and certainly not only Pharisees or Essenes—practiced forms of ritual puri-
fication, regardless of whether they lived near Jerusalem and irrespective of
whether trips to the temple were in their immediate plans. And they did so
before the destruction of the Second Temple."*”

And how are we to explain these efforts? Quite possibly, one purpose is to
be found in the dictum of Exodus 19:6: “and you shall be for me a kingdom of
priests and a holy nation.”'®® But we must be careful here: it has recently been
argued that the Exodus verse in question has been of greater interest and
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importance to modern scholars (especially from the Reform or liberal tradi-
tions) than it was to the ancient sources.'®' Even if the verse in question may
not have been utilized so frequently in the justification of these efforts, the
sentiment that the reformers found in the verse—that nonpriests too can seek
purity and holiness—does indeed appear to be a widespread phenomenon,
well documented in the sources, requiring analysis and explanation.'®* Again,
we need not suppose that those who emulated priestly purity necessarily
thought of themselves as real priests or ascribed to themselves all of the
obligations of the priests. The point was not to act just like priests but to act
priestly.'®?

In ancient Judaism, ritual purity is not an end in and of itself. The biblical
notion that purity is the prerequisite for sacrifice is echoed in a great deal of
Second Temple Jewish literature, recent objections notwithstanding.'®* This
much is stated explicitly by Philo, on more than one occasion (e.g., Special
Laws 1:256, with regard to ritual and moral purity), and it is strongly implied
in Josephus’ juxtaposition of the ritual purity laws with his description of
sacrifice (see esp. Ant. 3:258, and Ag. Ap. 2:198)."®® Moreover, we have seen in
chapter 4 that many apocalyptic and rabbinic visions of visits to the heavenly
temple are preceded by some form of purification, again underscoring the
conceptual link between purity and encountering the sacred.'®® Ritual purity
remained for ancient Jews, first and foremost, the prerequisite for encoun-
tering the sacred, whether that meant entering the earthly temple, the heav-
enly one, or—at Qumran—the earthly, temporary, and inadequate substitute
for the currently defiled Jerusalem temple.

It appears that ritual purity in the Second Temple period was increasingly
considered to be an appropriate prerequisite for other behaviors—such as
prayer and eating—that were at the same time increasingly considered sacred.
In the application of ritual purity rules to meal practices and prayer, we see the
effort to channel some of the temple’s sanctity to these other realms. When we
keep in mind that sacrificial practice often involved eating—and very likely
involved prayer as well—we can understand that the ascription of temple
purity to prayer and eating was not something that came out of nowhere.
Precisely because these activities were already associated with the temple, it
was natural for people living beyond the temple to ascribe sanctity to them.

One thing about these efforts is perfectly clear: they do not necessarily set
up an alternative to the cult or critique it in any way. There is nothing in-
herently antitemple in ascribing cultic significance to activities that are not,
strictly speaking, sacrificial or cultic in nature. Nor can we understand these
efforts as “spiritualizations” of sacrifice. To the contrary, what we find here
could perhaps be better described as the “‘sacrificialization” of modes of
worship that do not involve the performance of sacrifice. And what might be
the purpose of directing temple sanctity to new contexts or describing extra-
cultic activity in sacrificial terms? The point is to make a rather straightfor-
ward statement: “this too is divine service.”

In his study of the sanctity of ancient synagogues, Steven Fine lays the
groundwork for a proper understanding and evaluation of this phenomenon.
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As he demonstrates, long before the destruction of the temple in 70 c.E., one
can begin to see a process whereby synagogues came to be viewed as holy
places, by virtue of the activities—prayer and Torah study—that take place
there. The evidence for this phenomenon includes inscriptions referring
to synagogues as holy places, as well as—in later periods—various temple-
related decorative motifs (such as were mentioned in chapter 4).'*” Fine in-
troduces two terms to describe this phenomenon: first, he speaks of the
“templization” of synagogues and other spaces; second, he describes the
process as one of imitatio templi.'"®® Both of these terms mark a significant
advance over the common descriptions of such phenomena, whether as
“spiritualizations” of sacrifice or as replacements for the temple. The term
imitatio templi helpfully drives home the point that the effort of channeling
the sanctity that pertains to the temple (and its sacrificial cult) to other forms
of worship is not a critique of the temple, any more than an act of imiatio Dei
involves a critique of God.

The term “templization” also marks an advance. The difference between
speaking of the templization of synagogues or the “sacrificialization” of
prayer on the one hand and the spiritualization of sacrifice on the other is
significant, and cuts to the heart of this analysis. The more common referents
presuppose that the temple or sacrifice is the inactive, direct object of the
process. When we speak of “templization,” we understand and emphasize
that the sanctuary and its sacrificial ritual are the active forces motivating their
imitation. They are imitated precisely because they are meaningful and
powerful. Imitation, in and of itself, is not evidence of claims of supersession.

Once again, an insufficient appreciation of the complexity of metaphor
has also impinged on the discussion. The Qumranic usages of cultic terms
with regard to sectarian rituals and functions have typically been understood
as if the metaphors in question operate in only one direction: with the temple
being replaced or spiritualized by something else. But as I have already ar-
gued, metaphors are often—and here, too, very likely—two-way streets. Thus
by describing its activities in cultic terms, the group is at the same time
asserting the significance of the cult. This side of the equation has been
missed in much of the scholarship, where antisacrificial, antipriestly, or anti-
temple biases continue to predominate.

The sect at Qumran considered their food and drink to be holy, and
maintained their ritual (and moral) purity in order to preserve the sanctity of
their meals. In their emulation of cultic behavior, and in their desire to seek
purity and sanctity beyond the confines of Jerusalem, the sect was not unique at
all. In these respects, they were part of a broader trend in ancient Jewish piety.
The sectarians were distinct for their stringent praxis, and possibly unique in
their fusion of ritual and moral purity concerns. And, as argued above, their
purity concerns have the added significance of being part of a broader self-
understanding. Since the Jerusalem temple was ritually and morally defiled, the
sectarians withdrew from it, considering their own pure community to be a
temporary alternate to the currently defiled temple. And yet in their own esti-
mation, their pure community was entirely inferior to a real temple.
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Conclusion

Over the course of this chapter, we reviewed a number of specific charges
raised in the Qumran literature against the temple, its practices, and its pet-
sonnel. We observed that according to some texts, the temple was considered
morally defiled by sin, while other texts suggest that the Jerusalem temple was
ritually defiled by lax standards or incorrect practices. We also observed that a
number of charges raised against the temple do not concern a notion of purity
at all: disputes concerning the calendar and certain sacrificial practices, for
example, also lead to anti-temple polemics. But in these cases the precise
implications are not so clear. While disputes about purity can be presumed in
many cases to lead to avoiding or boycotting the temple, the implication of
these nonpurity disputes is less obvious. We also observed, finally, that the
Temple Scroll in particular also raises a sharp criticism against the temple: that
it is structurally inadequate.

Some argue that the sectarians not only boycotted the temple but also
established their own alternative at Qumran. Some even suppose that sacri-
fices of some sort were performed there. While this possibility cannot be
dismissed out of hand, the evidence for it is not altogether compelling. A more
common approach is to suppose that the Qumran sectarians considered their
own community to be a replacement for the temple. The evidence for this view
is more compelling, but with two important qualifications: First, the com-
munity very clearly viewed their extratemple ritual life as provisional. They
certainly expected that in the future the temple would be run according to their
will and animal sacrifice would be performed there as a matter of course.
Second, it is also important to emphasize that the sectarians did not view their
own institutions as in any way better than a proper temple would be. Indeed,
they did not even view their own institution as an equivalent for the current
temple, defiled as it was. While scholars frequently assert in strong terms the
sectarians’ power to effect atonement without sacrifice, a careful reading
of the literature itself suggests that precisely the opposite was the sectarian
perspective.

The sectarians did, of course, understand many of their ritual behaviors in
cultic terms, and they did maintain high levels of purity, even though they
were not in close or frequent proximity to the Jerusalem temple. These aspects
of their religious behavior, I argued, can be understood fully in line with the
arguments presented here. While these behaviors are sometimes interpreted
as aspects of an antitemple or antipriestly approach, there is really no reason
to interpret them that way. To the contrary, extra-temple, nonpriestly purity
was a common aspect of religious behavior in ancient Judaism. The evidence
from Qumran in this respect is hardly exceptional; it is, rather, quite typical.
We will see further evidence of this claim in chapters 6 and 7.

In the course of the analysis here, too, we can see that antisacrificial
biases have negatively impacted the discussion of these matters. Surely the Dead
Sea sectarians had their disputes with the Jerusalem temple, its practices, and
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its priests. Too many scholars, however, have made them out to be the pro-
totypes of later Christians, even modernist Jews, who would come to view
sacrifice and the temple as something of the past. But the sectarians were not
Christians, and they were not modernist Jews either. The sectarians were
hardly critical of sacrifice per se, nor did they “spiritualize” the cult, though
many scholars seem to wish that they did. The sectarians also did not view
their own community as better than a temple: they did not assert that the
divine presence dwelled among them, and they did not claim to possess
powerful means of atonement. They did not view the temple, sacrifices, and
the priesthood as things of the past. The idea that the sect’s austere desert
existence was a better alternative than a proper temple comes not from the
Dead Sea corpus, but from the scholars of that corpus. As we will see in the
next two chapters, the Dead Sea corpus is hardly unique in being interpreted
in such ways.



6

The Purity of the Second
Temple in Rabbinic
Literature

In this chapter we consider the approaches taken in rabbinic literature
toward the Second Temple." We have already had occasion to dis-
cuss some aspects of the rabbinic view. In chapter 4, we observed that
the rabbis were indeed familiar with and remained interested in the
two symbolic approaches to the temple prevalent during Second
Temple times: the idea that the temple represented the cosmos, and
the idea that the earthly sanctuary corresponded to a heavenly one.
With this established, we will focus in this chapter particularly on
those sources that in some fashion constitute parallels to—or perhaps
even responses to°—the evidence we considered in the previous
chapter. We observed in chapter 5 that the Dead Sea sectarians con-
sidered the Second Temple to have been both ritually and morally
defiled, and both ritually and structurally inadequate. The sectarians,
therefore, boycotted the temple, offering their own worship as tem-
porary and unequal substitutes. Our goal in this chapter will be to
assess what the rabbis thought when they looked back on the Second
Temple, now that it was destroyed. Had the temple been defiled in
some fashion? Was the temple that was lost adequate to its task?
Are substitutes to be found in the meantime?

In the first section that follows, we will consider whether the
rabbis thought the Second Temple had been defiled, and if so, in what
fashion. We will also survey the rabbinic sources claiming that the
Second Temple was morally corrupt, and we will consider whether or
not this memory of the temple’s corruption compares with what the
Qumran sectarians had to say about the temple in their day. As we
will see, even when the rabbis agreed with others that temple au-
thorities could from time to time commit moral wrongs, the impli-
cation of this concern in rabbinic sources differs greatly from what
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we saw, especially, in the Dead Sea literature. In the second section, we will
consider the rabbinic approach to a matter that seemed to be of particular
concern to the Qumran sectarians: the fear that the temple had been morally
defiled by the greedy behavior of the priests and even the populace. In order to
evaluate the rabbinic approach to this question, we will survey the rabbinic ideas
concerning three related matters: (1) the gifts given to the temple by wealthy
aristocrats; (2) the status of sacrifices that consist of stolen goods; and (3) the
temple tax. Again, we will find that the rabbinic stance on these related issues is
remarkably lenient, quite different from what we find in the Qumran literature.
In the third section, we will inquire as to how the rabbis responded to the
destruction of the temple and the fact that the temple rituals could no longer be
performed in their day. It will be demonstrated briefly that rabbinic literature is
infused with the hope—and the confidence—that the temple will ultimately be
rebuilt. We will then consider the question as to whether the rabbis sought and
found temporary or permanent substitutes for the temple cult, such as statutory
prayer or maintaining purity beyond the bounds of the temple.

This chapter will conclude with reflections on some of the scholarly con-
structions of early rabbinic history and theology. As we will see, it is rather
common for scholars to argue that rabbinic attitudes toward the temple ar-
ticulate a sustained (and rather delayed) response to the destruction of the
temple in 7o c.e. Eventually, so it is believed, the rabbis ““got over” the temple,
accepting prayer or other behaviors as full substitutes for the temple that was
lost. When, however, we compare the attitudes toward the temple expressed by
the rabbis with the evidence from earlier periods—especially with regard to the
imitation or emulation of the temple—we can see that a good deal of the
rabbinic approach to purity, prayer, and the temple was very likely already a
part of the predestruction approach to these matters as well. In my view, the
common antisacrificial biases we have seen already have negatively impacted
the discussion here too.

Moral Defilement and the Corruption of the Second Temple

In the previous chapter, it was argued that the polemics against the Second
Temple proceed at Qumran on two levels simultaneously: some sources in-
dicate that the temple was considered to be ritually defiled, while others
considered it to be morally defiled. In order to assess the rabbinic approach to
the Second Temple, we need to review and reconsider briefly the rabbinic
approach to ritual and moral defilement.

In Impurity and Sin and Ancient Judaism, I demonstrated that the rabbis
continued to be interested in the notion of moral defilement.’ I also demon-
strated that for them—unlike the Qumran sectarians—the notion remained a
restricted one. The tannaim carefully compartmentalized their treatments of
ritual and moral impurity, so as to maintain a strict separation between the two
concepts. Moreover, the tannaim were very circumspect in their approach to
moral defilement. In their view, moral impurity was caused primarily by the
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sins explicitly so described in the Hebrew Bible: idolatry, sexual sin, and
murder. To this short list the rabbis also added from time to time other sins,
typically ones explicitly described as ‘“‘abominations” in scripture: so, as noted
earlier, judicial deceit becomes a source of moral defilement in the Sifra
(Qedoshim perek 4:1, on Lev. 19:15 [ed. Weiss 88d-89a]; cf. 11QT LI:11-16), and
arrogance becomes a source of moral defilement in the Mekilta de-Rabbi Ish-
mael (Yitro, sec. 9, [ed. Horovitz and Rabin 238]; cf. tQpHab VIII:8-13).* Still,
when compared to the Qumran material, the rabbis view relatively few
transgressions as possible sources of moral defilement.

For the most part, the effects of moral defilement for the rabbis also
remain close to what the scriptural precedents would cause us to expect: the
land and sanctuary are morally defiled by sin, and this leads in turn to
the departure of the divine presence, destruction, and exile. Again, when we
compare the rabbinic and Qumranic approaches to the effects of moral defile-
ment, we find an interesting contrast, one hitherto unnoticed: virtually all
the discussions of moral defilement that appear in the Qumran literature
concern the morally defiling effect of sin upon the sanctuary, with very few texts
referring to the defilement of the land (but see, e.g., 11QT XLVIIL:to-11).° In
the rabbinic sources we find basically the opposite phenomenon. The standard
expressions of moral defilement in the tannaitic sources are expressed in one
of two ways: in the longer form—which we encounter in the “Akiban” mid-
rashim (especially the Sifra and the Sifre to Deuteronomy)—we hear that sin
“defiles the land, profanes the name (of God), causes the divine presence to
depart, brings the sword upon Israel and exiles them from their land” (e.g.,
Sifra Qedoshim perek 4:1). In the shorter form—which we encounter in the
Mekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, the Tosefta and the two Talmuds—we hear that sin
“defiles the land and causes the divine presence to depart” (e.g., Mekilta Ba-
hodesh 9).° In neither case is the moral defilement typically said to affect the
sanctuary. On only a few occasions is the defilement of the sanctuary explicitly
mentioned in its own right (e.g., Sifra Qedoshim parashah 4:8, on Lev. 20:3 [ed.
Weiss, 91c]), despite the fact that the rabbis do with some frequency relate that
the temple was marred from time to time with corruption and sin. As we will
see, for the rabbis, the Second Temple may have been morally corrupt, but it
was not morally impure.

In what follows, we will review a representative sample of rabbinic sources
that are critical of the Second Temple, its practices, and its personnel. Indeed,
we can, without too much difficulty, find some rabbinic sources that tell of
priestly corruption and immorality.” A number of these sources indict the
moral standards of those who officiated at the Second Temple. A remarkably
small number of these sources implicate the ritual standards of the Second
Temple. While some sources suggest that the sanctuary was defiled by these
violations, most of the traditions do not focus on this particular point. Though
this catalogue can’t be exhaustive, I hope that it includes the most significant
sources.

We begin with an account preserved in the Mishnah (m. Keritot 1:7), which
relates that in the later days of the Second Temple, the price of sacrificial birds
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became prohibitively expensive. Responding to the situation, Rabban Simeon
ben Gamaliel purportedly issued a decree dramatically reducing the number
of sacrifices certain women would have to bring, thereby immediately re-
ducing the demand for birds, and their price. As we will see in the next
chapter, this story is frequently cited by scholars who wish to assert that the
Second Temple was in fact a corrupt institution, governed by greedy priests
who overcharged the populace. This story, however, is nothing of the sort.
Priests are not mentioned per se, nor is it necessary to assume that anything
other than typical market factors (i.e., the relationship between supply and
demand) have driven the price up. The problem is solved here not by con-
demning priests or other merchants for overcharging the rest of Israel but by
adjusting the law so as to decrease demand for sacrificial birds. As expected,
decreased demand brings a lower price. The rabbinic story tells us nothing
other than the fact that certain rabbinic figures were remembered as hav-
ing been sensitive to the pricing of sacrificial animals, and savvy enough to
understand that these prices were driven by factors relating to the open
market.

As has often been observed,® the depiction of the temple in the Mishnah
is rather idyllic: we find various descriptions of festivals and offerings, all
colored by a rosy nostalgia (see, e.g., m. Bikkurim 3:2-8; m. Sheqalim 5:1-6;
6:1-6; m. Yoma 1:1-7:5; m. Sotah 3:1-3; m. Negaim 14:1-10, m. Parah 3:1-11, in
addition to the entire tractate Tamid).” Precisely for this reason, some have
claimed these sources in general (and tractate Tamid in particular) to be
authentic accounts of the temple’s practice, finding their origin in priestly
tradition.'® Regardless of when and where these traditions originated, it is
important to note that the priests are hardly presented in an entirely positive
light in the Mishnah: they are depicted as if they were subservient to the sages,
a status that their alleged lack of education caused them to deserve (e.g.,
m. Yoma 1:3; cf. b. Yoma 18a). Moreover, priests are conspicuous by their
absence in m. Avot 1:1, which traces the chain of tradition from Moses to the
early rabbinic sages—a phenomenon often understood as an antipriestly po-
lemic.'" Still, as far as the Mishnah is concerned, the priests were not crim-
inals. What is more, we do not find in the Mishnah a single reference to the
moral defilement of the sanctuary by sin, whether committed by priests or
others. Given all this, I think the story in Mishnah Keritot has been largely
misread: it’s not a story of priestly corruption or extortion at all. The price of
birds went up due simply to some shortage, caused in part by women who
were so scrupulously bringing all the offerings required of them (rosy nos-
talgia again, no doubt).

When we look beyond the Mishnah, we do begin to find a number of
sources that explicitly charge the priests of the Second Temple with commit-
ting various crimes. Indeed, a number of early rabbinic sources raise a specific
charge against the priesthood: that the high priestly office was essentially for
sale. Along with this come more general charges of greed, gluttony, and cor-
ruption. For instance, we find the following tradition in Sifre Numbers, sec. 131
(ed. Horovitz 173):
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Therefore it is said: “Behold I give him [Phineas] my covenant of
peace” (Num. 25:12): this teaches us that from him arose eighteen
high priests during the time of the First Temple; but during the time
of the Second Temple, there arose from him eighty priests. Because
they sold it [the priesthood] for money, their years were cut short. It
happened that one sent with his son two measures of silver, filled
with silver, and with silver measuring instruments. Then it happened
that one sent with his son two measures of gold, filled with gold, and
with gold measuring instruments. It was then said: “The foal
trumped the candelabrum.”**

The tradition suggests that the Second Temple priesthood was available to the
highest bidder, and as a result priestly reigns became shorter. The point of
the peculiar folk saying with which this story concludes is that one bribe can
be easily followed by another larger one, and only the larger bribe will get the
desired result."?

Curiously—and typically—the parallel accounts do not contain all of the
same details. Among other differences, we should note the following: in Levit-
icus Rabbah 21:9, the entire tradition is attributed to the fourth-generation
amora, Rabbi Berachiah, who quotes it in the name of the third-generation
amora, Rabbi Levi (thus despite its appearance in the Sifre, the tradition may or
may not be tannaitic).'* We are also told in Leviticus Rabbah that some say there
were eighty-three high priests in the Second Temple period. Moreover, we are
reminded that Simon the Just served forty-five years, which serves to empha-
size how short the rest of the high priests’ reigns were. In the Palestinian
Talmud, we are told that some say there were even eighty-five high priests
(y- Yoma 1:1, 38¢/562). In the Babylonian Talmud, we are told that some say
there were actually more than three hundred priests, and that when one ac-
counts for the few priests (such as Simon) who served for many years, we are left
with most priests serving only a year or less (b. Yoma ga). Only the version of
the tradition preserved in the Babylonian Talmud fails to connect explicitly the
shortening of priestly tenures to the sale of the office. But in this case, the
Babylonian version is immediately preceded by a tannaitic tradition (b. Yoma 8b,
attributed to Rabbi Judah) that speaks of precisely the same phenomenon: that
the priesthood of the Second Temple was for sale, and the office changed hands
annually. We also find elsewhere in the Babylonian Talmud two references to
the priesthood of a Joshua ben Gamala, who was appointed to the high priest-
hood when his wife, Martha (the daughter of Boethus), delivered three kabs of
golden dinars to the king (b. Yoma 18a; b. Yebamot 61a; cf. m. Yebamot 6:4)."
That the priesthood in the Second Temple was for sale seems to be common
knowledge among later rabbinic sources, midrashic and talmudic.

It is not our concern here to evaluate the historicity of these sources. To
be sure, there are various legendary features in these traditions—such as, for
instance, the claim that the priesthood of Johanan (i.e., John Hyrcanus?)
lasted eighty years (b. Yoma ga). There are also polemic levels to these stories,
as is commonly pointed out.'® A complete analysis of the rabbinic traditions
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concerning wicked priests would reckon with the tales’ narrative qualities, and
study them in their literary context as well.'” Moreover, there are some his-
torical confusions or inaccuracies: in the traditions just noted, we are told that
Martha delivered the gold to King Yannai (presumably, Alexander Janneaus),
but, according to Josephus, a Jesus son of Gamaliel (presumably the rabbis’
Joshua ben Gamala) served over a century later, during the reign of Agrippa II
(Ant. 20:213). Yet the general thrust of these traditions—that the high
priesthood was for sale—is known also from other ancient sources.'® We
could point first to 2 Macc. 4:7-8, which relates that Jason occupied the
priesthood by bribing Antiochus Epiphanes, only to be outbid himself a short
time later—“The foal trumps the candelabrum,” to quote the rabbinic folk
saying—by his own messenger, Menelaus (2 Macc. 4:23—24). Closer to the
tannaitic period, we could point to a number of passages in Josephus that
also testify to the fact that high priests engaged in bribery (e.g., Ant. 20:205)—
though we would not know from Josephus that the priesthood was for sale.'”
For what it’s worth, we also find references to the sale of the priesthood in a
homily by John Chrysostom.”® Of course, we should not forget the more
generalized traditions in evidence in apocalyptic literature and Qumran, to the
effect that the temple was defiled or corrupted by priestly greed. But for our
purposes it doesn’t really matter if it was true that the high priesthood was for
sale; what is interesting is the fact that the tannaim and later sages can talk
now and again about priestly corruption, without ever coming to the con-
clusion that such behavior would defile the temple.

Rabbinic memories of priestly greed are not limited to buying the priest-
hood for money. Two distinct tannaitic traditions—also frequently cited in
New Testament scholarship, as we will see—describe certain priestly families
or even specific priests as particularly greedy or gluttonous. One tradition,
which appears in both b. Pesahim 57a and t. Menahot 13:21, describes how
some priests would steal sacrificial portions from others. These accounts are
followed by a song of woes, attributed to Abba Saul ben Buthnit in the name
of Abba Joseph ben Hanin (both presumably early tannaim):*'

Woe is me because of the House of Boethus, woe is me for their
lances!

Woe is me because of the House of Hanin, woe is me for their
slander!

Woe is me because of the House of Kathros, woe is me for their pen!

Woe is me because of the House of Ishmael ben Phiabi, woe is
me for their fist! For they are high priests, and their sons are
treasurers; their sons-in-law are officers and their slaves beat the
people with canes.”?

In b. Pesahim 57a, this hymn is followed by yet another tradition speaking of
priestly gluttony, one that imagines the temple itself crying out over a series
of sinful, gluttonous high priests (cf. b. Keritot 28a-b).>
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Our Rabbis taught: The temple court cried out four cries.

The first: “Depart from here, sons of Elil”—for they defiled the
sanctuary of God. And it cried out again: “Depart from here Issachar
of the village of Barkail”—for he honored himself and profaned
sacred things (for he wrapped his hand in silks to perform the service).”*

And the court cried out again: “‘Lift up your heads, oh gates,’
(Ps. 24:7) and let enter Ishmael ben Phiabi, the disciple of Phineas,
so he may serve as high priest.”

And the court cried out again: “‘Lift up your heads, oh gates,’
(Ps. 24:7) and let enter Yohanan ben Narbai, the disciple of Pinkai,
and he will fill his stomach with sacred offerings.” It was said of
Yohanan ben Narbai that he would eat three hundred calves, and
drink three hundred barrels of wine, and eat forty seahs of birds for
dessert. They said that all the days of Yohanan ben Narbai there were
never any sacrificial leftovers in the temple.

The first of these traditions is clearly a series of complaints against various
crooked and otherwise unsavory high priests. The second of these traditions
has posed some problems: while the first two cries are explicitly negative, the
second two appear on the surface to be positive, welcoming these priests into
the temple, as the traditional Jewish understanding of the passage would have
it (so, e.g., Rashi to b. Pesahim 57a).”> Yet the traditional understanding is
questionable on a number of grounds: the juxtaposition of the two traditions in
b. Pesahim 57a—and the general context there—suggests a generally negative
attitude.”® The list of cries is followed by a series of negative statements re-
garding Yohanan ben Narbai, and it is preceded by the first tradition quoted
above, which condemns the house of Ishmael ben Phiabi. I suggest that the
reason why the gates must lift their heads is not to welcome the priests but
simply to make room for them: the point of the joke is that without the gates’
lifting up their heads, there would be no room for these priests to enter—their
gluttony being imagined as having led to an extreme corpulence.

Remarkably, each of the dynasties listed in the first source can be identified
with a specific priestly family also mentioned in Josephus’ Antiquities.”” More-
over, in some of these instances, Josephus too speaks of these priests’ greedy
behavior. We are even told that Ishmael ben Ph(i)abi sent slaves to appropriate
priestly dues (Ant. 20:181).>® Of the priests mentioned in the second source, only
Issachar of Barkai is unattested outside rabbinic literature.*” The sins of the sons
of Eli are, of course, recorded in scripture (1 Sam 2:15-17, 22; cf. b. Yoma 9a).
Josephus also speaks of one Ananus, son of Nebedeus, as having served under
Herod (Ant. 20:103). On the whole, the correspondences are striking enough
that Daniel R. Schwartz suggests that Josephus and the rabbis both indepen-
dently drew on a third antipriestly source.*®

Again, our concern here is not with historicity. What interests me is the
way in which the rabbis approach their memories of priestly corruption. Once
again, we find that the rabbis could speak in detail about priestly greed and
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corruption, without indicating that such behavior defiled the sanctuary. The
only explicit reference to sanctuary defilement concerns the sons of Eli, but we
are not told which of their crimes leads to this condition. According to 1
Samuel, Eli’s sons are said to have conspired to appropriate for themselves the
best of what was offered to the sanctuary and to have slept with women at the
entrance to Shiloh’s sanctuary (1 Sam. 2:15-17, 22; cf. b. Yoma 9a). Their
pollution of the temple is likely connected to their sexual misconduct, for in
this they are unique among the priests condemned in these passages, just as
they are the only ones condemned for defiling the sanctuary. The pollution
of the temple here can therefore be understood in one of two ways: either they
defiled the temple ritually by having sexual relations in close proximity to the
sacred precincts, or they defiled the temple morally by committing sexual
transgression. Possibly we are to understand the sanctuary defilement here on
both levels. Regardless, once again we find that neither the tannaim nor the
later amoraim—unlike the earlier apocalyptic and sectarian texts—explicitly
refer to Second Temple priestly greed or corruption as a possible cause of
sanctuary defilement.

Perhaps the closest we come to finding a source that accuses the priests
of defiling the sanctuary by their greed is a tradition preserved in Tosefta
Menahot 13:18—22. First we are told of various priestly acts of theft and greed
(13:18-21); indeed, this much of the source constitutes a parallel of b. Pesahim
57a, down through the song of woes. The Tosefta then concerns itself (13:22)
with the reasons for the destruction of various sanctuaries. According to
Yohanan ben Torta (early second century c.k.), Shiloh was destroyed because
of the mistreatment of the sacrifices; the First Temple was destroyed on
account of bloodshed, idolatry, and sexual transgressions. The question is
then asked, why was the Second Temple destroyed, even though these grave
sins were not generally committed? According to the Tosefta, the people were
lovers of money and hated each other without cause.’’ While the tradition
does juxtapose memories of priestly greed with the assertion that greed
caused the temple to be destroyed, it lacks two significant features. First, the
priests are not blamed exclusively for this circumstance, and second, there is
still no explicit reference in either case to sanctuary defilement.

We do find a small number of sources that accuse the priests of sanctuary
defilement, only in connection with a much graver charge, murder. A story
preserved twice in the Tosefta (t. Yoma 1:12, t. Shebuot 1:4), once in Sifre
Numbers (sec. 161; ed. Horovitz 222), once each in the Palestinian and Ba-
bylonian Talmuds (y. Yoma 2:2, 39d/568-569; b. Yoma 23a-b), tells of two
priests who raced toward the altar and began to fight, presumably over who
got there first, with the result that one killed the other.>” The story continues,
supposing (rather preposterously) that the priests, led by a Rabbi Zadok,
thought they now had to measure the distances between the corpse, the sanc-
tuary, and the court in order to determine for which area of the temple the
ritual of the “strangled heifer” (Deut. 21:1—9) would be performed. Then the
victim’s father, noticing his son still convulsing, announces to the priests that
because his son remains (barely) alive, the knife has not been defiled. In case
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the point is missed, we are then told explicitly that the temple priests were
more concerned with the ritual purity of a knife than they were with an act of
murder committed by one of their own, in the temple itself.

For our purposes, what is particularly relevant is the final paragraph, as
presented in the Tosefta and Sifre on Numbers: “and so it is written, ‘Moreover,
Manasseh shed so much innocent blood that he filled Jerusalem from one end
to the other’ (2 Kings 21:16): from this they said that for the sin of bloodshed the
divine presence departed and the sanctuary was defiled.” So here we find an
explicit ascription of callous and murderous behavior to priests. Moreover, the
accusation is juxtaposed with a concern for sanctuary defilement: presumably,
just as the First Temple was morally defiled by Menasseh’s murderous be-
havior, so too was murderous behavior a cause of the Second Temple’s de-
filement by sin and subsequent destruction. Of course, the act of murder leaves
in its wake a corpse in the temple court, so ritual defilement probably occurred
here as well.>*> Nonetheless, the juxtaposition of murder with sanctuary
defilement—especially in a narrative that we know shortly precedes the tem-
ple’s destruction (and, presumably, the departure of God’s presence)—surely
suggests that moral defilement is the prime concern here.

Indeed, we know the tradition concerns moral defilement because, in the
rabbinic understanding of these matters, the ritual defilement of the sanc-
tuary would not lead to the departure of the divine presence. As far as the
rabbis are concerned, the ritual defilement of the sanctuary—while serious—
is a condition that can be ameliorated, and even tolerated. It can be amelio-
rated, quite simply, by cleaning it up: in m. Hagigah we are told how after a
pilgrimage festival, the temple courts would be cleaned and purified (3:7-8).
This was necessary because, as we are told in the previous passage (3:6),
various purity rules were relaxed at the time of the festivals, in order to allow
for general participation on the part of Israel.’* (Again, I am not concerned
with the historicity of these practices but with the ideology that emerges from
the ways the rabbis remember or imagine that things happened.) The rabbinic
tolerance of the ritual defilement of the temple can also be seen in the tra-
ditions concerning a Passover that occurs in a state of ritual defilement. Ac-
cording to Numbers 9:10-13, individuals who become ritually impure by
contact with a corpse are to delay their performance of the Passover sacrifice
by one month. According to m. Pesahim 7:4—0, if the majority of the people (or
if the priests) became so defiled, Passover would proceed at its proper time,
with the rites being performed in a state of ritual defilement (cf. m. Temurah
2:1). As far as the rabbis are concerned, moral defilement is frequently con-
nected to the nation’s calamities. However, ritual defilement—even of the
temple—was a much less serious matter. Indeed, perhaps more than anything
else, this is really the point of the whole story in t. Yoma: the ritual purity of
the knife was—quite mistakenly—more important to these priests and sages
than the moral defilement of the sanctuary.

Before leaving this story, we must note the disparities between the story
about Rabbi Zadok and the final paragraph quoted above, concerning the sins
of Manasseh and the defilement of the sanctuary. The tradition regarding
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Manasseh is not integral to the story itself, and indeed it does not appear in
either of the talmudic versions of the tale (y. Yoma 2:2, 39d/568-569; b. Yoma
23a-b). Moreover, whereas the story concerns the Second Temple, the tradi-
tion about Manasseh concerns the First. This distinction is by no means
incidental, since the rabbis frequently contrasted the First and Second tem-
ples, not least with regard to the causes of their destruction (e.g., t. Menahot
13:22).>> While we are led to believe in the tradition quoted above that Ma-
nasseh’s bloodshed was sufficient to cause the divine presence to depart from
the First Temple, we should certainly question whether the murder of a single
priest could possibly cause the same consequence for the Second Temple.
Presumably, the story is meant to illustrate the kind of bloodshed that oc-
curred in the Second Temple period—and the callousness with which such
was treated, by priests and sages alike. Yet, if bloodshed in general was the
cause of the destruction of the Second Temple, we cannot necessarily infer
from this source that the rabbis believed that all the bloodshed was committed
by priests, any more than we should suppose that all the bloodshed was
condoned or overlooked by sages like Rabbi Zadok.

One further rabbinic tradition explicitly connects the defilement and de-
struction of the temple with activities that took place there: a rather late tra-
dition (a discussion between two Palestinian amoraim, Rabbi Yudan and Rabbi
Aha), preserved in the Palestinian Talmud (y. Ta’anit 4:6, 69a/735) as well as
various midrashic sources.’® The tradition is concerned with the murder of the
righteous priest Zechariah by a mob acting on the order of King Joash, the son
of Jehoiada. According to the biblical account, the murder took place in the
court of the house of the Lord (71 n°2 18m3; 2 Chron. 24:20—22). The rabbinic
tradition, however, locates the murder within the priestly court, which suggest
that priests were responsible. Moreover, in the fuller rabbinic accounts (e.g.,
y. Ta’anit 4:6, 69a/735), the killers—here specified only as “Israel”—are
charged with seven transgressions: “they killed a priest, a prophet and a judge;
they shed innocent blood; they defiled the court; and it happened on both Sab-
bath and on the day of Atonement.”*” On the one hand, we find here, too, in
this late source, the concern that murder committed within the temple morally
defiles it, in advance of—and presumably leading to—the temple’s destruction.
On the other hand, and once again, the tradition regarding bloodshed in the
temple concerns not the Second Temple but the First.

We turn, finally, to consider briefly the most thorough talmudic text
treating the destruction of the Second Temple, the narratives collected in
b. Gittin 55b—56b. Full analyses of these stories can be found elsewhere,*® so
we can focus on what relates to our theme: the issue of transgressions being
committed in or near the temple, by temple authorities, prior to its destruction.
Indeed, an important scene in this narrative is located in the temple itself. The
story concerns an unnamed man whose servant was supposed to invite his
friend, Qamza, to a banquet but instead invited the host’s enemy, coinciden-
tally (or folkloristically) named Bar Qamza. Scorned by his accidental host, and
ignored by sages who were also present, Bar Qamza resolves to betray Jer-
usalem to its enemies. He therefore brings an offering from the emperor to
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Jerusalem, and while in transit he purposely blemishes the animal. The au-
thorities then face the question: should they, for the sake of peace, offer the
(slightly) blemished animal? A sage by the name of Zechariah ben Avkulos*°
objects: “should they say that blemished animals may be offered on the altar?”
When it is suggested that Bar Qamza be killed, to prevent the emperor from
discovering what had happened, the same sage objects: “should they say that
one who blemishes [a sacrificial animal] is killed?”” The amora Rabbi Yohanan
is then quoted as saying—surprisingly—that Rabbi Zechariah’s meekness
“destroyed our temple, burned our sanctuary, and exiled us from our land.”*°

On the one hand, the story hardly speaks favorably of the temple: and in
this case, we must surely admit that the temple is implicated in its own de-
struction. But at the same time, it must be emphasized that the prime cause of
the situation—and indeed, the overall message of the tale—is the senseless
hatred, the hardening of hearts, between Bar Qamza and his host (Qamza
himself is not implicated in the story). This is the reason for the temple’s
destruction, as is made clear in statements found at the beginning and end of
the tale.*' It is also important to note that the condemnation of the temple
offered here is entirely self-critical. In typical fashion, the rabbis imagine that
the temple was controlled by rabbinic sages; and it is these figures who allow
certain legal and extralegal concerns to let the situation to spin out of control.
The blame placed on Rabbi Zechariah by Rabbi Yohanan is meant surely to
emphasize that the crisis could have been prevented, that the enmity between
Bar Qamza and his host need not have caused the temple’s destruction. Indeed,
a second reason for the temple’s destruction as related here—as also in t. Yoma
1:12—would be the authorities’ misplaced priorities. They should indeed have
let the concern for peace trump the fear of offering a blemished animal. In this
respect, the story can be read as if it were less about criticizing the temple of old
and more about warning the sages of its own day against undue caution in the
face of a crisis, or perhaps undue punctiliousness toward relatively minor
matters.*

It remains important to emphasize what we don’t find here: there are no
guilty priests (other than the sages), and there was no defilement of the
sanctuary per se. Moreover, while the temple is implicated in the events
leading to the destruction, the temple is not seen as the prime cause. Indeed,
one would look far and wide—and in vain—for traditions that explicitly, ex-
clusively, or even primarily, blame the Second Temple’s destruction on what
happened there. Yet the rabbis explicitly blame the destruction of the First
Temple on its moral defilement (as we have seen), and the rabbis are willing to
blame the calamitous events of 7o c.e.—at least for homiletic purposes—on
any one of a whole host of possible transgressions, including senseless hatred
and greed (e.g., t. Menahot 13:22, b. Yoma 9a), and even on the failure to recite
the shema or educate children (e.g., b. Shabbat 119b).** Of course, all of these
traditions are homiletic, not historical, in nature. Taken in isolation from each
other, these homilies—particularly those collected in b. Shabbat 119b—can
seem preposterous; taken together, they share the common denominator that
the destruction was the consequence of transgression (see e.g., b. Berakhot 3a).
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What is important for our concern is the fact that the rabbis seem willing to
blame the Second Temple’s destruction on almost anything but the defilement
of the temple, whether it be moral defilement caused by widespread grave sin
such as bloodshed or the ritual defilement of the temple caused by a lacka-
daisical or lenient approach to ritual purity.

It may prove instructive at this point to compare the rabbinic approach to
sanctuary defilement to that of Josephus. As noted earlier, Josephus was
deeply concerned with the purity of the sanctuary. A number of times in his
works, Josephus explicitly says that God’s presence departed from the Jer-
usalem temple, as a result of its defilement (JW 5:412; 6:300; Ant. 20:160).
What is more, Josephus on a number of occasions spells out the cause of the
sanctuary’s defilement: bloodshed in or near the holy precincts (e.g., JW
4:200-201, 5:402, 6:110; Ant. 20:165). Thus, we could say that Josephus and
the rabbis share a particular concern that bloodshed in proximity to the tem-
ple might defile it. But Josephus’ view is not entirely like that of the rabbis. In
tannaitic literature, we generally find that the departure of the divine presence
is said to follow the defilement of the land.** Josephus says nothing about the
defilement of the land but seems particularly concerned with the desecration
of the temple. On the one hand, perhaps we can’t make too much of the fact
that the rabbis rarely speak of the moral defilement of the sanctuary. The
notion is not entirely unknown to them, and moreover, because the temple is
located on the land, the temple would be defiled by virtue of the fact that the
land was defiled by those sins—primarily idolatry, sexual transgression, and
bloodshed—that cause moral defilement. While all this remains true, the
rabbinic reluctance to speak explicitly and frequently about the defilement of
the temple by sin calls for an explanation.

Yet there is a further difference between Josephus and the rabbis regarding
these matters. For Josephus, bloodshed in the sanctuary—sanctioned by tem-
ple authorities—is viewed as a prime cause for God’s departure from the
Second Temple and, subsequently, the Jews’ devastating defeat (JW 5:402—403,
412; Ant. 20:165-166). The rabbinic sources quoted above, however, do not
allow us to draw the same conclusions: some sources (not all that many) do
speak of the defilement of the sanctuary by murder in proximity to it, leading to
the temple’s destruction. But these sources generally speak explicitly of the
First Temple, not the second. Indeed, we could just as well say that the rabbis
exhibited restraint also with regard to the ways they spoke about the Second
Temple’s destruction. They surely could have developed the idea that God’s
presence had departed from a morally defiled temple, by building on the same
biblical models that lay behind Josephus’ theology (e.g., Ezekiel 8-11). Like
Josephus, the rabbis could have blamed the Second Temple’s destruction pri-
marily or even exclusively on bloodshed committed there, and they could have
directed their blame toward a single social group, such as the temple authorities
or a band of rebels. But the rabbis chose not to do any of these things.

The rabbinic reluctance to speak of the temple’s defilement can also be
seen by contrast with Qumran. We observed that a good number of Qumranic
sources explicitly connect the moral defilement of the sanctuary with economic
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transgression. The rabbis, however, do not reach this conclusion. Even when
they do speak of priestly corruption taking place in or near the temple, the
rabbis do not speak of the temple’s defilement by priestly bribery or gluttony.
Of course, the rabbinic approach to the ritual defilement of the temple is also
more lenient than what we find at Qumran. The sectarians viewed the temple
of their day as not only morally but also ritually defiled. There is nothing in
rabbinic sources to suggest that there was any widespread systematic violation
of ritual purity laws, leading to the temple’s defilement. Indeed, if anything,
the stories we surveyed above suggest that the rabbis believed the temple
authorities—including the rabbinic sages among them such as Zadok and
Avkulos—were too focused on the ritual purity of the temple, and not attentive
enough to other more weighty matters.

So how do we account for the fact that the rabbis were comparatively so
reluctant to speak of the ritual or moral defilement of the sanctuary? I sug-
gested in Impurity and Sin that the tannaitic approach to ritual and moral
defilement should be seen as distinctly nonsectarian.** We find confirmations
of the nonsectarian nature of the rabbinic attitude in the sources we have just
reviewed. The sectarians themselves believed the temple was defiled (both
ritually and morally), which led to their separation from the temple. Josephus,
of course, was no sectarian, but his account serves to direct blame for the
temple’s destruction toward specific subgroups of the ancient Jewish polity
who were ostensibly responsible for the temple’s defilement. The rabbis appear
to have carefully avoided reaching the conclusion that the Second Temple was
destroyed because some particular group defiled it in some way. The rab-
bis spoke of the morally defiling effect of sin on the sanctuary only rarely,
and typically with regard to the First Temple. The rabbis certainly don’t
blame the destruction on any widespread failure to adhere to ritual purity laws
either.

As we have seen in the narrative sources just surveyed, if the rabbinic
sources direct blame for the Second Temple’s destruction on anything in
particular, it is toward (what they perceive as) misplaced priorities—priests and
sages who were more concerned with the ritual purity of a knife than they were
with murder, or more concerned with blemished offerings than with peace
among nations. It is certainly worth considering whether these rabbinic ag-
gadot also reflect the nonsectarian or even antisectarian attitudes of the rab-
binic sages.*® As we will see in the next section, tannaitic halakha is remarkably
lenient when it comes to issues concerning the interplay of greed, corrupt
wealth, and sacrificial offerings. Here, too, we may find that rabbinic sources
articulate a subtle but determined refutation of many of the rejectionist cri-
tiques of the temple that were discussed in the previous chapter.

The Purity of the Second Temple

The quest for rabbinic references to the defilement of the sanctuary by sin did
not yield much fruit. It would appear then, that in rabbinic memory, the
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Second Temple was considered to be a rather pure place, despite its flaws. 1
illustrate this th