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These people worship God the overseer and creator of all, whom all men worship including ourselves, O King, except that we have a different name. Their name for him is Zeus and Jove. (Letter of Aristeas)


Preface

This book is a child that was conceived when I started my postdoctoral research at MF Norwegian School of Theology in August 2010. The idea was to write a monograph about the religion of the Judaeans at Elephantine. My working title was The Temple of YHW, the God Dwelling in Elephantine: The Non-Biblical Judaism on the Nile Island of Elephantine in the Fifth Century BCE as a Challenge for Biblical Theology. Now, I have been delivered of the child, which indeed turned out to be a monograph. Throughout the pregnancy, the focus continued to be on the Judaean community at Elephantine in the Achaemenid period. However, as the time lapsed, I found myself emphasising the religio-historical aspects at the cost of the original biblical-theological interest. Therefore, the alternative title jokingly suggested by the PhD student Matthew P. Monger—The Elephant in the Room: Persian Period Yahwism and the Judaean Community at Elephantine—does indeed capture some important aspects of the present book. In this volume I do not present any hitherto unknown ancient documents. Instead, what I do offer is a fresh investigation of the so-called Elephantine documents and other relevant sources, working primarily on the basis of texts that already have been published, and focussing particularly on religio-historical questions. I hope to demonstrate that the Yahwism practiced in Elephantine represents a fully-fledged example of Persian-period Judaean religion. In the Persian period, Yahwism had several dimensions, and the historically best-attested one is reflected in the documents from Elephantine. Therefore, my “Bible” is above all the text edition of Bezalel Porten and Ada Yardeni, Textbook of Aramaic Documents from Ancient Egypt, vols. I–IV (Jerusalem: The Hebrew University of Jerusalem – Department of the History of the Jewish People, 1986–1999), from which I have also taken the text numbering system—even when I quote translations offered in other text editions than that of Porten and Yardeni, or in a few cases present my own translations. Thus, e. g., A4.1:1–3 refers to Porten and Yardeni, Textbook of Aramaic Documents from Ancient Egypt, vol. I, section 4 (which in fact is the so-called Jedaniah communal archive), text no. 1, lines 1–3.

In the preface to In the Shadow of the Temple: Jewish Influences on Early Christianity (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2002), my professor of church history, Prof. Dr Oskar Skarsaune, wrote words I would like to make my own:

Most authors feel the need for serious disclaimers with regard to books as comprehensive as this one: it simply must contain mistakes of fact, judgement and method. It certainly does. But it lies in the very nature of historical inquiry that “results” are always preliminary and open to revision and improvement. I would very much like to think of a book like this as my contribution to an open-ended conversation going on in the enlightened community of readers.

Others will have to decide to what extent I have succeeded in making this book a fruitful contribution to the ongoing conversation about Persian-period Yahwism and Elephantine. Nevertheless, I am grateful to my wonderful wife, Antone Varhaug Granerød, and our children, Eira, Ansgar and Berge, for supporting (and tolerating) a husband and father who has been pregnant with a book for five years, and who spent the last months of writing it with a DAAD scholarship in Göttingen—leaving the family behind. Moreover, I am grateful to my parents, Grete and Vidar Granerød, for offering our children a second home whenever Antone and I were busy working.

I am grateful to Dr Duncan Burns of Forthcoming Publications for proofreading and copyediting the manuscript and for preparing the indices. I am also grateful to my alma mater, MF Norwegian School of Theology, for having shown confidence in me, and to its librarians for their excellent assistance. Moreover, I wish to record the gratitude I feel towards a number of colleagues and research networks: OTSEM, for having given me the opportunity to present papers when I was a postdoc; Prof. John Ma (Oxford) and Prof. Christopher Tuplin (Liverpool), for including me in the project “Communication, Language and Power in the Achaemenid Empire: The Correspondence of the Satrap Arshama”; and Hekhal – The Irish Society for the Study of the Ancient Near East, for hosting conferences at which I was able to present some of my ideas. Furthermore, I am thankful to Dr Martin Hallaschka (Hamburg) for his useful responses to an early draft of Chapter 6, “The Ethical Dimension”. My thanks also go to Prof. Dr Reinhard G. Kratz, who gave useful responses at several stages in the writing process. My colleague Prof. Dr Liv Ingeborg Lied gave useful feedback when this work was in its early stages. Furthermore, my colleagues in the Department of Hebrew Bible/ Old Testament studies have provided a fine environment for a number of minor and major discussions: the PhD students Ingunn Aadland, Matthew Philip Monger, Håkon Sunde Pedersen (also Asst. Prof., Fjellhaug International University College), Hans-Olav Mørk (The Norwegian Bible Society), Asst Prof. Andrew Wergeland, Prof. Dr Kristin Joachimsen, Prof. Dr Corinna Körting (now University of Hamburg), and—last but not least—Prof. Dr Karl William Weyde. Throughout the entire writing process Prof. Weyde has been mentor, critical reader, and “cheer leader” (although I suspect that he doesn’t agree with everything in this book!). I do not exaggerate when I say that I would not have been able to bring this project to completion without his generous support. Therefore, it is an honour to dedicate this book to Prof. Weyde: teacher, Doktorvater, colleague and friend.

Stokke (Norway) and Göttingen, Autumn 2015

Gard Granerød

PS:

The lion’s share of the book is original work. However, parts of section 5.3, “The Elephantine Judaean Temple Foundation Narrative,” builds upon Gard Granerød, “The Former and the Future Temple of YHW in Elephantine: A Traditio-Historical Case Study of Ancient Near Eastern Antiquarianism,” ZAW 127 (2015): 63–77. Moreover, parts of section 5.4, “Myths about Sacral Kingship,” draws upon idem, “A Forgotten Reference to Divine Procreation? Psalm 2:6 in Light of Egyptian Royal Ideology,” VT 60 (2010): 323–336, and idem, “‘By the Favour of Ahuramazda I Am King’: On the Promulgation of a Persian Propaganda Text among Babylonians and Judaeans,” JSJ 44 (2013): 455–480.
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1Introduction

1.1Problem and Hypotheses

What was Judaean religion in the Persian period like? And is it necessary to use the Bible to give an answer to this question?

Not surprisingly, generations of biblical scholars have not seldom resorted to biblical texts from or relating to the Persian period in order to answer this question and to find a historical scheme in accordance with which one could describe the religious developments. Some of these texts, like Ezra and Nehemiah, contain narratives about incidents that took place in the Persian province of Judah after the return of the Judaeans from Babylon after the exile. Others, like Haggai and Zechariah, contain prophecies addressed to the Judaeans or their leaders in Jerusalem, prophecies that explicitly are spoken in the Persian period. In addition, the question has been informed by biblical texts that biblical scholars date to the Persian period on the basis of the various methods that have developed during the last centuries of biblical criticism (for instance, Isa 56–66, 1–2Chr, and several psalms). The biblical text types in question have different tendencies. An attempt to answer the initial question on the basis of these sources will not give a coherent and univocal result. Nevertheless, I believe that I am on firm ground when stating that any reconstruction of Judaean religion in the Persian period that is made on the basis of the biblical sources alone (including both the texts’ face value and the critical research on the texts) will share certain characteristics. Some of them may be summarised thus:


–In the Persian period the worship of YHWH, and YHWH alone, became normative for the inhabitants of the province of Judah.

–In the Persian period the inhabitants of Judah considered themselves as the true religious heirs of the inhabitants of Israel and Judah of the monarchic period.

–In the Persian period the only true, legitimate cultic centre for the worship of YHWH was the temple of YHWH that had been rebuilt in the reconstructed city of Jerusalem.

–The Babylonian exile was, for better or worse, an epoch-making period in the history of Israelite and Judaean religion(s), and for that reason a number of scholars find no reason to abandon the dichotomy intrinsic in the distinction between the so-called preexilic period and the postexilic period.

–In the Persian period the Torah of YHWH revealed to Moses was about to become a religious source of utmost importance and eventually the source of religious authority par excellence.

–The Persian period was the formative period for much of the biblical literature. During this period religious texts other than the Torah (such as prophetic books) also gained an increased importance.



However, although the Hebrew Bible is an important source for the history of Judaean religion, the relationship of this collection of ideological and in part propagandistic texts to the religion that was actually lived and practiced by the Judaeans (and their predecessors) is complex. The texts of the Hebrew Bible do indeed offer templates that can be, and often actually are, used when reconstructing the history of Israelite and Judaean religion. Suffice it to mention the idea of the centralisation of the YHWH cult to Jerusalem. But, one should acknowledge that the biblical texts are ideological texts that themselves (or perhaps I should say: their authors) are in (fierce) dialogue with religious developments at the time they were written or edited. So, from a religio-historical perspective the biblical texts are part of the history of religion that they at the same time portray.

In this study I seek to approach the initial question concerning Judaean religion in the Persian period in a different way. An assumption that underlies this study is that religious diversity was characteristic of the history of Israelite and Judaean religion(s), as has been demonstrated in many recent contributions that are based on the various sources.1One particular example of lived Judaean religion in the Persian period is reflected in the many Aramaic texts that stem from or attest to the fifth-century BCE Judaean community at the Nile island of Elephantine.2This study takes as a point of departure the views


–that the religion practiced in the fifth-century BCE Elephantine community and which is reflected in, inter alia, the so-called Elephantine documents as a matter of fact represent a relatively well-attested manifestation of lived Judaean religion in the Persian period,

–that this lived religion can be characterised as a form of Yahwism, and

–that this particular form of Yahwism may even function as a window into the contemporary, lived Yahwism of the province of Judah in the Persian period.



I believe these assumptions are justified by several factors. First, the self-definition of the community in question shows that it considered itself a Judaean3 community. The Judaean [sic] community we meet in the Aramaic documents from ancient Egypt refers to itself as “the Judaean garrison” or simply “the Judaeans,” although its members also occasionally used the designation “Aramaeans.”4 This self-designation is used both by individuals in private letters and contracts and by the community as a whole in official letters. Moreover, particularly important is a letter sent by the leaders of the Elephantine community to various leading groups in the province of Judah (A4.7/A4.8 [two drafts of one and the same letter]). In the letter sent to the governor of Judah, which refers to a previous letter to “the nobles of Judah/ the Judaeans,” the leaders of the Elephantine community refer to themselves as “Judaeans,” that is, they use the same ethnicon. A student of Judaean religion in the Persian period should take this claim seriously. There is no reason to dismiss the community’s definition of itself as being Judaean, although the question of the origin of the community remains obscure.5 Quite to the contrary, an unbiased approach will have to regard the community and its members in accordance with their own self-definition: as Judaeans, who admittedly happen to be living in Upper Egypt, but who in spite of that call themselves Judaeans, and for that reason have to be treated as such.

Second, that it is appropriate to characterise the religion reflected in the Elephantine documents as Yahwism is justified in several ways. The centre of the community’s religious life was the temple of YHW in Elephantine, YHW being the god who is sometimes called“the god who dwells in Elephantine.” Etymologically, there is no doubt that YHW is identical with the biblical god YHWH, the main god of the people of Israel and Judah in the monarchic period and the god that the Judaeans (and the Samaritans) worshipped in the Persian period. This overall impression is not threatened by the fact that several documents clearly show that Judaeans in Elephantine were by no means “monotheists” or even “monolatrists,” to use modern and probably also anachronistic terms.6 Even if one may speak about a Judaean pantheon at Elephantine,7 the personal names from Elephantine also justify that the lived religion was a form of Yahwism. The divine name used in the theophoric names of the individuals associated with the Elephantine community is YHW.

Third, the Elephantine community stood in contact with Jerusalem. Although Elephantine was located on the traditional southern border of Egypt, it was not an isolated outpost on the fringe of the world. The Nile was navigable all the way from the Nile delta to Elephantine. A journey from Elephantine to Jerusalem might take approximately one month.8 In comparison, according to the Bible it took Ezra around four months to travel from Babylon to Jerusalem. In terms of travel time, the Judaeans in Elephantine were much closer to Jerusalem than was the priest-scribe who is often accorded great importance in the (re‐)formation of Judaean religion in the Persian period. Whereas this may indicate potential contact and demonstrate that the historical-geographical conditions for travelling between Elephantine and Jerusalem were more favourable than those between Babylon and Jerusalem, it is also evidenced by documents from Elephantine that there was actually a two-way contact between Jerusalem and Judah (and Samaria). Not only did the Judaeans in Elephantine know the names of the tenuring governors of Judah and Samaria (in this case, even the names of the sons of the governor) and the high priest in Jerusalem (cf. A4.7 par.), they also wrote letters to them and even got a reply (although the Judaeans in Elephantine regret that the Jerusalem high priest and his colleagues did not respond to their initial letter).

Fourth, the Elephantine documents are contemporary sources and probably even more representative of the lived and practiced Yahwism of the Persian period than are the biblical texts. Any source, whether it is a biblical or an epigraphic one, has a certain tendency to reflect the author’s biases, regardless of whether or not this was intentional. It is a crucial part of a historical hermeneutics to try to understand a given source in light of the (historical, cultural, religious etc.) context of its author. A position often found in biblical scholarship is that it was the priestly circles of Judah that provided the main environment for the literary culture of the Persian period. Against this assumption it can be claimed that we simply do not know in what niches of the Israelite-Judaean society the biblical traditions were nourished before they were eventually codified.9A prerequisite for scribal activity was an economical surplus, and as far as Jerusalem is concerned the temple itself may or may not have been the primary employer of literary scribes. Notwithstanding, even on economic grounds alone it is not likely that all segments of the population took part in the literary culture that fostered what we today know as the received biblical traditions. As far as the biblical sources for the Persian period are concerned, they all reflect a Jerusalem centrism in the sense that they all somehow relate to the temple of YHWH there. On the one hand, the books of Ezra and Nehemiah reveal an enthusiasm towards its rebuilding. On the other hand, Malachi offers terse criticism of the priesthood connected to the Jerusalem temple. In either case, the biblical sources are centred around the Jerusalem temple. They presuppose a centralisation of the cult of YHWH, or to put it differently, they seem to take a form of mono-Yahwism as the norm. This kind of mono-Yahwism centred around the temple in Jerusalem has also quite often in the scholarship been taken to be the default manifestation of Yahwism in this particular period. However, from a historical perspective the big question is to what extent the biblical sources reflect Judaean religion beyond the milieus of the authors and the milieu of those who passed on the biblical tradition.10

The biblical sources have a complicated, and often obscure, literary history. When, how and why did someone compose them? In most cases the texts do not tell and the answers have to be ferreted out. In light of this, then, it should come as no surprise that there is no scholarly consensus about the literary history of the biblical texts. Despite the fact that the Bible has been studied from a historical-critical perspective for many centuries, a number of historical questions pertaining to the Hebrew Bible remains to be solved: the extent of the redactional reworking of the texts, the guiding principles that underlie these reworkings, in what (geographical, social, religious) environments the biblical texts started being promulgated as normative texts, and so on.11

Epigraphic material like the Elephantine papyri is by no means exempt from critical-hermeneutical questions. Such texts also have to be interpreted in light of their provenance, their genre, the setting in which they assumedly functioned at the outset, and so on. Nevertheless, the provenance of the Elephantine papyri is much easier to discern than that of the biblical texts. The Elephantine papyri are in most cases either written by the members of the Judaean community at Elephantine themselves or by professional scribes hired by them. In other words, considered as historical sources for Yahwism in the Persian period, they are closer to the experiences and everyday lives of the people that they narrate of than are the biblical texts.

In sum, I will argue that the religion reflected in the Elephantine documents offers a historically well-attested manifestation of one form of lived Yahwism in the Persian period. The Elephantine documents show that poly-Yahwism did not cease in connection with, say, the religious reforms of the Judaean king Josiah in the seventh century BCE (provided that 2Kgs 22–23 render a historically accurate core). The Elephantine documents give the opportunity to focus on one particular dimension of the diverse Persian-period Yahwism practiced among Judaeans in Judah and in the diaspora, namely the one followed at Elephantine.

1.1.1Excursus: The Distance between Elephantine and Jerusalem

In the ancient world, most communication between Egypt and Palestine went through Pelusium and Gaza. Pelusium (probably identical with Migdol mentioned in A3.3:4) was a main seaport located in the eastern part of the Nile delta. In addition, it was located along the so-called “Great Trunk Route,” the main artery between Asia and Africa that went along the northern part of the Sinai peninsula.12 The Egyptians referred to this road as “the Way of Horus”13and the Romans as “Via Maris.” In the Bible it was called “the way of the land of the Philistines” (Exod 13:17). This route followed the coast of Palestine and connected Egypt with Mesopotamia. After the Persian conquest of Egypt in 525 BCE, the route along the coast of northern Sinai was even more tightly organised with forts, way stations and landing facilities. The stations along the coastal route became nuclei for a network that continued to the Byzantine period.14

When travelling from Pelusium to Gaza one basically faced two options. Either one could follow the land route, or, if the seasonal winds and the economy allowed it, one could sail between the Nile delta and Gaza. By foot, the distance across the northern shore of Sinai is approximately two hundred and forty kilometres. In the ancient world a person travelling by foot would average between twenty-seven and thirty-seven kilometres a day, depending on several factors such as the person’s physical condition, the purpose of the travel, the standard of the roads, and the season.15 In other words, an individual travelling from Pelusium on “the Way of Horus” covering an average of twenty-seven kilometres a day would be able to reach Gaza in nine days. If his physical condition and the standard of the roads allowed it—and that is likely after the Persian conquest of Egypt in 525 BCE—the same distance could be covered faster. Moreover, if he sailed from Pelusium to Gaza, he could arrive in Gaza even more swiftly.16 After arriving in Gaza, the traveller would have had to move on to Jerusalem. The distance as the crow flies between Gaza and Jerusalem is around a hundred kilometres. Providing that the traveller could cover about twenty-seven kilometres a day, he would assumedly not need more than four days to get from Gaza to Jerusalem. Consequently, when all these estimates are taken into account, an individual would take some thirteen days or fewer to get from Pelusium, located in the western extremes of the Nile delta, to Jerusalem.

What about the distance from Pelusium to Elephantine? Following the Nile’s course, the distance between Pelusium and Elephantine is approximately a thousand kilometres. An individual who travelled on foot at an average of twenty-seven kilometres a day would need thirty-seven days to cover the distance. If his daily average was thirty-seven kilometres, he would need twenty-seven days. However, the main artery for travel and communication in ancient Egypt was no doubt the Nile. We can assume that most trips from Pelusium to Elephantine would have been made on a riverboat.

The daily average distance covered by riverboats on the Nile was between forty and eighty kilometres, depending on conditions such as the wind speed, the velocity of the Nile waters, and whether the voyage went up- or downriver.17 A voyage from Pelusium to Elephantine would by necessity mean that the boat had to sail upstream. Such a journey was possible due to the meteorological conditions of Egypt, which is characterised by northern winds. These winds are especially strong in the summer. The hot air above the desert rises, causing cooler air from the Mediterranean to blow southward (the Etesian winds). The winds from the north would have propelled ships upstream, enabling two-way traffic on the Nile. Given the premise that a riverboat with sail hoisted sailing upstream could in fact cover eighty kilometres a day throughout the entire thousand-kilometre-long voyage, the trip could be made in twelve and a half days (i. e. eighty kilometres a day) under favourable conditions. However, taking into consideration the fact that such a voyage had to be done upstream and that the seasonal Etesian winds were not constant throughout the entire day—the winds peak in the afternoon—double that figure is, as far as I can see, more realistic: twenty-five days.

Considering the travel distance between Pelusium and Jerusalem and Pelusium and Elephantine, respectively, the entire journey could be made in between thirty and forty days. Therefore, for all purposes Elephantine was geographically much closer to Judah and Jerusalem than was Babylon. In comparison, it took approximately four months to travel from Babylon to Jerusalem. According to Ezra 7:9, Ezra took four months to travel to Jerusalem but according to Ezra 8:31–32, his caravan took only three and a half months. However, on the other hand, it was five months after Nebuchadnezzar’s troops had entered Jerusalem that the prophet Ezekiel, who had been deported to Babylon, received the news from a refugee about the fall of the city (compare Ezek 33:21: “in the tenth month, on the fifth day of the month,” and Jer 52:12: “In the fifth month, on the tenth day of the month”).18

1.2“Religion,” “Dimensions of Religion,” and “Religion Here, There, and Anywhere”

The word dimension has a double meaning in this study. Not only does it characterise my fundamental assumption, namely that there was indeed diversity within the many forms—or many dimensions—of lived and practiced Yahwism in this period (in other words: the phenomenon of poly-Yahwism survived the Assyrian and Babylonian periods). In addition, the word dimension foreshadows the way the present study attempts to untangle the question of what Judaean religion looked like in the Persian period, namely on the basis of an adaption of Ninian Smart’s multidimensional model of religion.

However, first a few words about religion. To speak of “the religion of society N.N.” in the ancient Near East is problematic for many reasons. First, the word religion itself is irrevocably a Western term. Second, the modern usage of it has been and is still debated. The history of the study of religion has witnessed various approaches to the concept of religion. Moreover, both previous and recent studies are characterised by a plurality of theories of religion.19 Third, even if there should be a consensus about its modern meaning, it is highly questionable that there ever was a similar concept in any of the cultures of the ancient Near East. None of the languages of the ancient Near East has a word for religion.

In this study I will cut the Gordian knot of defining religion by building on the following assumptions:


–Religion is a cultural and social system interwoven with other cultural and social systems such as economy and politics. In short, although a cliché it is nevertheless true that religion is a complex phenomenon. This is true for the living religions of today and it is also true for any ancient Near Eastern religion.

–Any manifestation of religion possesses certain recognisable elements that are possible to study. Together these elements make up the complex patchwork of religion.



There are many ways to cut a cake. In order to break down the complex patchwork of Judaean religion (or perhaps I should say the Yahwism in Elephantine) into more manageable elements the author of the present study is informed (but not dictated to!) by the multidimensional model of religion coined by Ninian Smart. Smart’s taxonomy of religion includes seven dimensions.20 Principally and methodologically, each one of the dimensions in Smart’s scheme is of equal value, and, as far as I read Smart, neither the number of dimensions nor the order of their appearance should be considered canonical. “The cake” (any religion in general or a concrete religion like the Yahwism in Elephantine in particular) may be sliced on the basis of the following pattern, where each “slice” represents a particular dimension of religion. The following presentation is my more or less free rendition of Smart’s anatomy of religion:


–The ritual dimension: A religion usually reflects itself in individual and communal rites. For instance, for many Jews today it is an essential part of their religion to observe the Sabbath, as are the daily five prayers essential for Muslims. Characteristic of a rite (as I use the term) is that it is based on formal or informal rules. Because of the rules, the particular rite is not confined to a single individual but may also be adopted by others when they somehow find themselves in analogue circumstances. Therefore, a rite is in principle interpersonal and repeatable.

–The mythological dimension: A religion usually reflects itself in myths (widely defined as para-historical narratives, as seen from the perspective of a Western individual) and narratives. It has probably been a constant in religions throughout all ages that there have been (religious) ideas about how and for what purpose the cosmos was once created and how it continues to be preserved (cosmogony and cosmology). Other aspects of mundane realities are also typically explained by means of myths and narratives. For instance, how should a human being understand its relation to the other living creatures of the earth? And how should one understand the relationship between men and women? Moreover, especially in the ancient Near Eastern there were many societies that exercised sacral kingship (though for instance in the monarchy Denmark–Norway a semi-divine absolute monarchy was introduced as late as in the seventeenth century CE21). The king was claimed to have been elected or even conceived by the god.22In order to legitimate the political status quo, there was need for etiological myths and narratives that could anchor the de facto power in, say, the god’s act of creating the world or the god’s never-ending fight against the (mostly) malicious and threatening powers of chaos. Furthermore, myths and narratives usually play an important role in the legitimation of sacred places like temples, and so on.

–The doctrinal dimension: A religion often reflects itself in doctrines and philosophical concepts. A doctrine can be understood as the result of an intellectual clarification of religious belief and experience. This dimension of religion is typically the domain of the religious elite. It is often motivated by the need to define the characteristic features that set the religion of one’s own group apart from the religion of other (often neighbouring) groups. Doctrinal and philosophical clarification marks the boundaries of a religion by defining its characteristic features. Moreover, the boundaries do not only separate one’s own religion from the religion of “the Others”: they can be used internally to separate orthodoxy from heterodoxy.

–The ethical dimension: A religion usually reflects itself in the ethics of its adherents. In most, if not all, living religions, there is a connection between religion and ethics. Similarly in the ancient Near East there could be a link between ethics and religion.23The Egyptian wisdom literature shows this, as do perhaps more clearly quite a few biblical texts. In ancient Israel, the prophet Micah preached that YHWH had told his people what is good and what he required: “to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God” (Mic 6:8). Moreover, as far as laws are concerned, the many laws in the Pentateuch have in common that they are portrayed as not only divinely ratified laws but even as god-given laws. For instance, in the Pentateuch YHWH is clearly acting as legislator in the context of the Decalogue, cf. Deut 5:5b, 22b: “YHWH said: … He [YHWH] wrote them on two stone tablets, and gave them to me [Moses].” The legal implications of religion are also evident in ancient Near Eastern oath procedures. In the absence of firm evidence, an oath taken by an individual to his/her god may be accepted by the other party in a legal dispute.

–The social dimension: A religion usually reflects itself in the organisation of a particular group or the entire society, and in how the adherents of the religion relate themselves to the surrounding world. Shared religious commitment binds people together. Some religious activities may be connected to a specified sacred time so that a common calendar is required. Moreover, in order to understand a religion it is also important to know how it is financed. Who pays for the sacrifices? Who pays for the religious specialists performing the sacrifices? Who maintains the temples? And who benefits from the religious duties (e.g., tithes and pilgrimages) that are imposed on the adherents?

–The experiential dimension: A religion reflects itself in experiences and emotions. These experiences may be exceptional like Isaiah’s response upon seeing YHWH in the temple (cf. Isa 6:5 “Woe is me! I am lost…,” although this may also be understood as a stereotypic reaction when a mundane man finds himself in a liminal situation at the threshold of the transcendent world). However, they may also be ordinary, everyday emotions experienced by ordinary people, who may have, for example, experienced that previous prayers have been answered to his/ her benefit.

–The material dimension: A religion usually reflects itself in artefacts, architecture and ideas about sacred places. A god may be, if not identified with, then at least represented by, an image. The image may be an actual statue or a two-dimensional image that functions as the conventional representation of the deity. The deity’s immanence may be represented by certain sacred spaces. This can be a temple, understood as “the house of the god N.N.” However, the sacred space can also be certain mountains, rivers, groves, and so on.



Each one of the dimensions is present in any religion, whether it be a living or an ancient one. However, the importance of each one of the dimensions varies from religion to religion, and even from one group within a given religion to another group. For instance, in the living religions of today it is obvious that the doctrinal-philosophical dimension is emphasised much more among Roman Catholic clergy living in the Vatican than it is by hunter-gather societies in the Kalahari Desert.

It can be argued that the multidimensional model of religion as outlined above is essentially synchronic in its approach. It is particularly suitable for describing how a religion exists at one point in time. Consequently, it is less concerned with the way in which one and the same religion has developed and evolved throughout a given period of time (the diachronic aspect). In spite of that I chose to apply the model to the study of a particular ancient Near Eastern religion, the Yahwism in Elephantine in the fifth century BCE. The available sources for the Judaean community at Elephantine all stem from a relatively limited period of time: the fifth century BCE. Although the Elephantine-Judaean community experienced a dramatic incident at the end of the fifth century (their local temple devoted to YHW being destroyed), I nevertheless assume that the sources do not reflect any corresponding dramatic change in their religion. As will be demonstrated, in the sources there are no traces of any call for a drastic reformation of Yahwism on the part of the Judaeans in Elephantine. On the contrary, the documents of the so-called Jedaniah archive (A4.1–10) show that in the wake of the destruction, the Judaean community called for a restoration and continuation of the status quo prior to the destruction of the temple.24 In light of this conservatism, but also in light of the fact that the sources chronologically date to a relatively short time period, the synchronic multidimensional model of religion offers a fruitful scheme for the study of this particular manifestation of Yahwism around the middle of the Persian period.

The potential usefulness of any approach (including the multidimensional model of religion) will always be determined by the nature of the primary sources. The sources for the religion of the Judaean community of Elephantine are primarily texts, and secondarily a few archaeological remains that nevertheless have to be interpreted in the light of the textual sources.25 It is important to keep in mind that field studies are unable to inform the study of an ancient religion. It is not possible to use methods such as observations and interviews of those who practiced the religion in question. The available textual sources represent a collection arbitrary in nature. They were obviously not written in order to draw a comprehensive image of the religion of the Elephantine community for the benefit of the modern student. One should not expect that our sources reflect the Yahwism of the Judaeans in Elephantine in its complex and diverse entirety. Using the taxonomy introduced above, some of the dimensions of their religion have obviously not been reflected in the sources. For instance, we do not really know much about how individual Judaeans in Elephantine practiced their religion within a family setting or what their private, individual religious experiences were really like. Moreover, in the cases where the sources as a matter of fact say something about religious experiences, we cannot really know how representative the sources are with regard to the historical realities. For instance, when the leaders of the Judaean community wrote to the Persian governor Bagavahya to inform him that the entire community had been fasting for three years since the temple of YHW was destroyed (A4.7:15 “we with our wives and our children”), was that really an accurate description or should it rather be understood as a conventional exaggeration?26

Methodologically one could consider a distinction between the religion of the Judaean community on the one hand, and the religion of the Elephantine papyri on the other.27 After all, we are dealing with textual sources. With this important epistemological point in mind, I nevertheless intend to study the religion of the Judaean community of Elephantine, knowing that our knowledge of it is necessarily confined by the nature of the arbitrary collection of available sources that are made up of texts, and to a limited extend, archaeological findings. This situation is, however, not unique for the Yahwism represented in Elephantine. On the contrary, this is the situation for the study of any ancient Near Eastern religion. The textual sources may be broken and fragmented and the context in which they originated may be unclear. Nevertheless, the goal for the student of the history of religion is to interpret the sources and draw an image of the realities they assumedly reflect.

A potential drawback of the multidimensional model outlined above is that it does not manage to account fully for internal religious diversity within one and the same group. Jonathan Z. Smith has proposed a tripartite, spatial model for religions in the ancient Near East that acknowledges the various spatial spheres in which religion was practiced:


–“religion here,”

–“religion there” and

–“religion anywhere.”28



The first spatial category of Smith’s model, the “here” of religion, pertains to the domestic religion whose setting was the extended family. Typically, this kind of “popular religion” has left ambiguous traces such as, for example, clay female pillar figurines—“ambiguous” because one cannot really say exactly what these artefacts represented and what function they fulfilled.29 The “religion here” did not take place in the temples and is often not reflected in the textual sources, at least the texts written by the elite. However, in general, burial sites and burial practices suggest that this kind of religion was concerned with the ancestors. The extended family also included deceased family members. From Mesopotamia, for example, the practice of funerary offerings and ritual banquets for the deceased (kispu) is well attested. To this category one can also add personal gods, who in some cases are reflected in proper names.

The second spatial category, the “there” of religion, is concerned with public, civic and state religion. In the ancient Near East, this kind of religion was for the most part temple-based or at least temple-centred. Smith identifies this category with what most of us think of first when we imagine ancient religion: the dominant deities and their attendant mythologies and liturgies, the impressive constructions associated with temple etc. From the perspective of ordinary people in the ancient Near East, these locales represented some places else, not “here” but “there.” The “religion there” was the religion of the elite. It was mostly the king who appointed the religious specialists who served at the temples. In many ancient Near Eastern cultures the kingship was understood in sacral terms. The king claimed to have been elected or even conceived by the god.30 Politics and economy were important aspects of “religion there.”

Finally, according to Smith’s tripartite model of religion in the ancient Near East the third spatial category is “religion anywhere.” In short, this category is made up of a rich diversity of religious formations “that occupied an interstitial space between these other two loci,”31namely, between the domestic and public religions. To this category Smith allocates a variety of entrepreneurial religious figures and practitioners not officially recognised by the centres of religious powers, like prophets and dream readers.

Smith’s tripartite, spatial model of religion enriches Smart’s multidimensional model. First of all, it reminds the student of the Yahwism in Elephantine that a Judaean individual practiced religion in various loci. He/she was a member of both a household and an ethnically/religiously defined community located in a multiethnical/-religious environment. In addition, he/she was a subject of an empire that claimed to derive its authority and legitimacy from the god Ahuramazda.32

When studying the Yahwism practiced in Elephantine, which most likely was ignorant of any concept of a Torah and whose practitioners most probably did not possess any sort of “Bible,”33 Smart’s multidimensional model of religion has a heuristic value. It offers an approach to describe the religion in question without using concepts and ideas borrowed from and dependent upon the Bible. Moreover, Smith’s tripartite model has a particular heuristic value because it raises important questions. Obviously, the “religion here” of the Judaeans of Elephantine was religion as it was practiced within the household. However, it is less clear what represented the public, official religion (Smith’s “religion there”) from the perspective of an ordinary Judaean individual at Elephantine. Was it the temple of YHW at Elephantine? Was it the temple of YHWH in Jerusalem? Was it the temple of Khnum and the other Egyptian gods in Elephantine? Or was it perhaps the local manifestations in Egypt of the official Achaemenid ideology, whatever guise such manifestations may have taken?34 Finally, what about the “anywhere” of the religion of the Judaeans in Upper Egypt? Were they aware of the phenomenon of prophecy and did someone function as prophets in Elephantine? Or did adherents of the various religious groups evidently present in Achaemenid Egypt share religious mavericks even across the boundaries of their religions, regardless whether the boundaries were drawn on the basis of doctrinal considerations or ethnicity? Smith’s tripartite, spatial model offers templates against which the Yahwism of Elephantine can be studied.

1.3The Present Study in the Context of Positions in the History of Research

A question that arose when the great discoveries of the Elephantine papyri were made more than a century ago was how to relate the Judaean community at Elephantine, and in particular their religion, to the general history of Israelite and Judaean religion. In my view, two, in part contrasting, typical approaches can be found in the history of research. One the one hand, many scholars argue that the Achaemenid-period Judaean community at Elephantine offers a window into Judaean religion as it was practiced in the Assyrian and Babylonian periods. On the other hand, some argue that the Achaemenid-period Judaean community at Elephantine gives a view of contemporary Judaean religion in the period in question. The wider context of these considerations is how to assess the role of the Bible in the reconstruction of Israelite and Judaean religion(s).

1.3.1A Relic from the Preexilic Period?

Just a few years after the discoveries of the documents of the Jedaniah communal archive, Julius Wellhausen characterised the community as a “merkwürdige[r] Überrest des vorgesetzlichen Hebraismus.”35 In his view, the community located at the border between Egypt and Nubia adhered to its “altes Wesen.” Wellhausen regarded the Judaeans in Elephantine to be standing “noch auf der vorgesetzlichen Stufe,” in contrast to the elite of postexilic Judah. In his view, the Judaean community at Elephantine represented a “fossile[r] Überrest des unreformierten Judentums.”

Moreover, Bezalel Porten has taken a comparable view in his discussions of the religious life of the Elephantine community. All the evidence for the religion of the Judaeans at Elephantine, Porten contends, points to a “devotion to their ancestral deity YHW.” The temple of YHW at Elephantine indicated his presence and, according to Porten, the observance of “His [i. e. YHW’s] Sabbath and the celebration of the Passover marked attachment to his covenant community.” Moreover, the theophorous names borne by most Judaeans “demonstrated their personal faith in YHW’s saving power.”36 Porten is aware of and regrets that no sacred writings have been uncovered at Elephantine.37 Nevertheless, in spite of this he has frequently made use of biblical texts to fill in gaps. An example of such a gap is the lacunae in the so-called Passover letter (A4.1), and here Porten uses biblical Passover regulations, especially from Exod 12, to reconstruct the text of the papyrus.38 This is done, as far as I can see, without really discussing the literary history of the biblical text. In any case, at the same time as the Judaeans in Elephantine were devoted to their “ancestral deity” YHW, Porten nevertheless finds indications in the sources of an “attachment to deities other than YHW.” These “pagan contacts”39 are to a large degree explained as a result of the fact that “Jews and Arameans” lived in close proximity at Egypt’s southern border. Both groups had temples devoted to their respective deities (the Hermopolis papyri show that there were several temples in Syene devoted to Aramaic deities) and each exerted a certain influence on the other through intermarriage, among other things.40 In short, according to Porten, the cult of the Elephantine Jews (which is the term he uses) was more oriented towards the monarchic period. The religion of the Judaeans in Elephantine was conservative and was not influenced by the theological renewal movements of the exilic/postexilic period, contrary to the situation in their homeland.41

Finally, a similar position is also taken by Paul-Eugéne Dion, among others. Dion argues that the religion reflected in the Elephantine papyri is in fact a reflection of preexilic Judaean religion. From what we know about the origins of this community, he argues, it is reasonable to assume that it still practiced the kind of religion that its first members brought with them from Judah in the preexilic period.42

1.3.2Typical or Contemporary Judaean Religion?

A fundamentally different approach to the question is evident in the works of, for example, Reinhard Gregor Kratz.43 Kratz introduces a distinction between “biblical Judaism” and “non-biblical Judaism,” arguing that both types are attested in the postexilic period. The religion of the Elephantine community is an example of the latter “non-biblical Judaism.” Kratz elaborates on this view through a comparison with another manifestation of postexilic Yahwism, namely the “Judentum” of the later Yaḥad at Qumran. Kratz argues that the earlier Elephantine papyri on the one hand and later texts from Qumran on the other represent two completely different types of archives. These archives are diametrically opposed to each other with regard to their attitude towards the biblical traditions. The later Qumran community represents the one pole. The members of the Yaḥad were rigorous ambassadors of a biblical Judaism (“Judentum”). The community there identified itself with the true biblical Israel.44 The Qumran texts show that the Yaḥad attempted to live in accordance with what it considered to be the correct interpretation of the biblical traditions. The other pole is represented by the chronologically earlier documents from Elephantine. The Judaeans we meet in the Elephantine papyri called themselves Judaeans. Yet, they seem to have been completely ignorant of the biblical texts that played a pivotal role in the life of the later community in Qumran. According to Kratz’s distinction, the Judaism of the Elephantine community was not biblical but, on the contrary, non-biblical.45 Kratz suggests that the so-called non-biblical “Judentum” of the Elephantine community was not the exception but on the contrary the rule also in contemporary Judah at the end of the fifth century BCE.46

1.3.3Elephantine As an Archive Challenging the Canon

The title of this study (Dimensions of Yahwism…) is intended to serve a double purpose:


–First, the word dimension is meant to evoke Smart’s taxonomy of religion. Smart’s “dimensions of religion” has informed the method of this study and has clearly had an impact on the outline of the present book.

–Second, the title is also a statement incorporating a fundamental assumption, namely that religious diversity was characteristic of Yahwism in the Persian period also, namely, that Yahwism had many dimensions in this period.



It is argued that poly-Yahwism is one of the characteristics of Yahwism in the Persian period. One particular dimension of Yahwism is found reflected in the religious practice of the fifth-century BCE Judaean community in Elephantine. Another dimension of Yahwism may be found reflected in, say, the literary world of the biblical texts, such as Ezra and Nehemiah, and yet other dimensions of Persian-period Yahwism may also be added (suffice it to mention Samaria).

The view that the Judaeans in Elephantine practiced an archaic type of Judaean religion which reflected a situation prior to the assumed centralisation of the cult undertaken by King Josiah (cf. 2Kgs 22–23) is problematic for several reasons:


–It is guided by the Deuteronomistic concept of the history of Israelite and Judaean religion(s).

–More important, it presupposes that the Judaean community in Elephantine was in fact a kind of cabinet of curiosities or a living museum.



A religio-historical approach to Yahwism in the Persian period should not allow itself to be “brainwashed by the Deuteronomists,” to put it somewhat coarsely. The programme of the centralisation of the YHWH cult—associated with the highly ideological texts of the Deuteronomistic History and having Jerusalem as the centre of any legitimate YHWH worship—should not guide a religio-historical enquiry. As far as Yahwism in the Persian period is concerned, the (Judaean) temple in Elephantine devoted to YHW, “the god dwelling in Elephantine,” is of equal importance to the religious historian as the temple in Jerusalem devoted to YHWH.

For that reason, Kratz’s terminology for describing the Judaeans in Elephantine may potentially turn out to be problematic, as admittedly Kratz himself also observes.47 Although I subscribe to his overall approach to the Judaean community, I nevertheless find his term “non-biblical” (as a characterisation of the Elephantine community) as less appropriate, at least if the effect is that the religious practice of the Judaeans in Elephantine is measured with the biblical texts as the backdrop. For, by using a negated form of “biblical” (“non-biblical”) there is a danger of letting the Bible and the biblical scholarship determine “the rules of the game,” including by letting concepts from the biblical tradition and biblical scholarship define the Yahwism practiced at Elephantine, even if it happens by means of a negation. If any form of “Bible” (or a proto-version thereof) was foreign to the fifth-century BCE Judaean community at Elephantine, as argued by Kratz and others,48 then the term “biblical” is potentially anachronistic—at least if it leads the focus away from what can be positively said about the lived and practiced Yahwism of the Elephantine community. To be sure, it must be stated that this is not the case with Kratz’s discussion, which indeed includes the things that can be positively said about the religion of the Judaeans at Elephantine.49

Summing up, the present study argues that Yahwism in the Persian period was manifold, or to put it differently, it had many dimensions. One of them was the Yahwism of Elephantine. Moreover, the present study will attempt to treat this particular form of Yahwism on an equal footing with any other form of contemporary, lived Yahwism, and not view it as an exotic but marginal phenomenon in comparison to the “Jerusalem centeredness” that has become a somewhat canonised part of traditional histories of Judaean religion. Measured up against the Jerusalem-centred and canonised image of Judaean religion, the documents from Elephantine have the potential of correcting the canonised presuppositions reflected in discussions on the history of the Judaean religion of the Persian period—or even revising it somewhat by showing that the worship of the god YHW(H) indeed was possible outside of and even without Jerusalem as its centre. In my view, Elephantine is a textbook example illustrating very well the idea put forward by Aleida Assmann in her seminal essay “Canon and Archive,” namely that an archive can revise the canon.50

1.4Outline of the Book

As hinted at several times already, Ninian Smart’s taxonomy of religion has left an impact on the outline of the present study. The following core chapters reflect more or less the dimensions of religion suggested by Smart. However, my primary sources, a collection of various Aramaic texts and a few archaeological remains that have in common that they are both old and of an arbitrary nature, do not allow me to say much about that which Smart refers to as the doctrinal or philosophical dimension and the experiential or emotional dimension. Consequently, these dimensions do not have corresponding chapters in the present study.

As I see it, Smart’s model can to a certain degree be compared to the corolla of a flower. The entire corolla is, as a unity, comparable to religion. In the corolla, each one of the petals represents a dimension of religion. When pursuing this metaphor, it turns out to be difficult if not even possible to pose a hierarchy between the petals, for instance in terms of which one (of the petals/ dimensions) is most important or in terms of the order of their appearance. Moreover, to a certain degree, in some corollas there might be an overlap between the petals (at least when they are located next to each other). Thus, it is possible that some readers will detect issues discussed under one heading that they would have preferred to see under another.

In any case, this present work is a book and not a corolla. Therefore, as its author I have had to organise the chapters in a linear way, reflecting the format of a book. Therefore, the “petals of the Yahwism in Elephantine” will appear in the following sequence:


–The social dimension

–The material dimension

–The ritual dimension

–The mythic and narrative dimension

–The ethical dimension.






2The Social Dimension

To my lords Yedanyah, Uriyah and the priests of the God YHW, Mattan son of Yeshobyah, Berekyah son of […, from] your servant Mauzyah. [May the God of heaven] bless my lords richly at all times, and may the God of heaven be merciful to you. When commander Vidranga arrived in Abydos, he had me arrested on a charge relating to a stolen rhinestone(?) that was found in the hands of the merchants (A4.3:1–4)51

2.1“The Judaean Garrison”

The Judaean community centred around Elephantine was, as far as we can see on the basis of the sources, primarily made up of soldiers and their families. Two documents refer explicitly to “the Judaean garrison” (ḥylʾ yhwdyʾ): the letter from Hananiah (A4.1) and the so-called Collection Account (C3.15). The basic unit was the detachment (dgl). A dgl was subdivided into centuries (singular: mʾh). In addition to the Judaean garrison, there was also a garrison in the neighbouring Syene named “the Syenian garrison” (ḥylʾ swnknyʾ, C3.14:32).52

The world of the Judaeans in Upper Egypt was multicultural, multiethnic and multireligious.53 As far as the international flavour of the military is concerned, a few lines from a contract from 402 BCE can serve as but one of dozens of examples: “(In the) month of Thoth, year 4 of Artaxerxes the king, then in Syene the fortress, said Anani son of Haggai son of Meshullam, a Jew [yhwdy, G.G.: ‘Judaean’] of the detachment of Nabukudurri, to Pakhnum son of Besa, an Aramaean of Syene of that detachment likewise, saying…” (B3.13:1–2)54 The Judaean named Anani made business with his Aramaean brother-in-arm Besa. Both were part of a military unit (dgl) whose commanding officer had a Babylonian name. Ultimately, they were all under Persian command.

There have been several attempts to estimate the size of the Judaean population on and around Elephantine. A somewhat moderate figure has been offered by Peter Bedford. On the basis of the Collection Account (C3.15) he has suggested that a round figure of one hundred and fifty was the adult population of the Judaean community.55 With slaves and children the total Judaean population would have been between approximately five hundred and seven hundred.56

However, a problem with this calculation is that it presupposes that the Collection Account actually lists the heads of all of the economical units within the Judaean community. As Bob Becking has shown, this is unlikely. Not all people in a society are mentioned in the textual evidence reflecting their social lives.57 Instead, Ernst Axel Knauf 58 and later on Becking have suggested that the size of the Judaean population on Elephantine may be calculated on the basis of the military organisation of the garrison. Knauf argues that the Judaean garrison was subdivided into four, later three detachments (dgln). Each detachment was made up of at least two centuries. A century could comprise between seventy and eighty, sometimes as few as fifty soldiers. Consequently, a detachment would consist of between one hundred and twenty and two hundred soldiers. Multiplied by three detachments, the total number of soldiers that comprised the Judaean garrison would have been five hundred to six hundred. Moreover, Knauf proposes that each soldier could be multiplied with the factor five in order to take women, children and slaves into consideration. Consequently, the entire population of the Judaean garrison including family members and slaves would be between two thousand five hundred and three thousand. What is more, Becking contends that Knauf’s calculation is a conservative one and opens up the possibility that the number of Judaeans living around Elephantine was even higher.59

If we, as Angela Rohrmoser has also done, compare these figures with the demographic data for the Persian province Judah, the relative size of the Elephantine population emerges. In recent years, several quantitative analyses of the archaeological data from Persian-period Judah have shown that the number of inhabitants was relatively small, perhaps as few as thirty thousand.60 Thus, the size of the Judaean community on Elephantine may have been ten percent of the population of the Persian province of Judah.61

The point of origin of the Judaean community in Upper Egypt remains uncertain as does the question of the date of the community’s migration to Upper Egypt. The sources from Elephantine are silent—that is with two exceptions. First, in my opinion their self-designation “Judaean” points in the direction of Judah. Second, the Judaeans claimed that their temple devoted to YHW had been built by their fathers before Cambyses’s conquest of Egypt (A4.7:13–14), which took place in 525 BCE.

In 1955 Cyrus H. Gordon suggested that they came from a Judaean enclave in Aram such as the one which according to 2Chr 8 King Solomon established to secure his empire.62In Gordon’s view this explains why the community neither used Hebrew nor seemed to have been influenced by any of the religious reforms the biblical texts claim took place in Judah in the monarchic period. Gordon argued that the term yhwdy in the Elephantine papyri might have applied to the Zincirli area near Cilicia, the ancient region on the coast of southeastern Asia Minor. In native inscriptions this area was called yʾdy, and Gordon contended that the aleph was a dialectic variation of he.

Another variant of the idea of the ultimate place of origin being somewhere other than Judah has been proposed by Karel van der Toorn. Following van der Toorn, the Judaeans (van der Toorn: “Jews”) of Elephantine originated predominantly from Northern Israel, to which Aramaeans had migrated in the eighth century BCE. Van der Toorn builds his argumentation on the assumption that the divine name AnathYHW should be regarded as an Aramaean creation. Consequently, the Judaean (“Jewish”) character of the Elephantine community is secondary, in part being the result of the Judaean transit of the Israelite colonists on their way to Egypt, and in part by a secondary influx of actual Judaeans.63

However, in Bezalel Porten’s view the most likely scenario is that the migration took place from Judah during the reign of Manasseh. In 667 BCE the king of Judah contributed a contingent of troops to the Assyrian king Ashurbanipal when the latter campaigned against Egypt. In Egypt, Ashurbanipal “made the garrisons stronger than before,” and Porten conjectures that the Judaean garrison in Elephantine might stem from one of them.64

In my view, fascinating and intriguing as the question of the historical origin of the Elephantine Judaeans is—and other suggestions have been made in addition to the ones mentioned here65—it nevertheless is important to state that any suggestion will have to be tentative because of the lack of data. Also, as Rohrmoser among others points out, it is likely that the Judaeans had come to Elephantine as the result of several migration waves.66 No matter what the origin was, the designation “Judaean” was an important designation for the community in the period that is the scope of this study (the Persian period). In the fifth century BCE, they were Judaeans—and should be treated as such. Moreover, according to their own collective memory, their “fathers” were already living in Egypt when the period of Persian domination started.

On the basis of the fact that the community at times is referred to as a ḥyl (“garrison”) and the fact that Elephantine was a garrison on Egypt’s traditional southern border, we should assume that the community’s daily life included military tasks, law enforcement and so on. However, the sources say relatively little about the military duties of the community. For instance, there are only a few hints of any military campaigns or battles and such hints are found indirectly in potential sources. For instance, the Letter of Aristeas, which dates to the Ptolemaic period at the earliest, relates that two waves of Judaean troops had entered Egypt before the Ptolemaic period. One came “with the Persians,” cf. Let. Aris. 13, which give 525 BCE as terminus. Moreover, the letter also relates that another group of Judaean soldiers fought under the command of the Egyptian king Psammetichus against the king of the Ethiopians (cf. Let. Aris. 13), that is, under the Twenty-Sixth, Saite Dynasty.67 Perhaps the Elephantine Judaeans of the Persian time were referring to the Judaean auxiliaries of Psammetichus when they spoke of their “fathers” who had built the temple of YHW “before Cambyses came to Egypt.”

In any case, in light of the information in Let. Aris. 13 (and indirectly also in other sources68), it is likely that one of the important tasks of the garrisons in Elephantine and in the neighbouring Syene was to protect Egypt’s southern border.

In addition to border protection the garrison was also part of the Achaemenid rulers’ apparatus to uphold and protect the inner stability of the Persian satrapy. A hint of this aspect of the Judaeans’ duties can be seen in a fragmented letter, which might be a draft petition for the reconstruction of the destroyed temple of YHW (A4.5). There, the Judaeans relate that “the detachments of the Egyptians rebelled” (dgln zy mṣry mrdw) whereas “we did not leave our posts” (ʾnḥnh mnṭrtn lʾ šbqn, A4.5:1).69 Rebellions within the Egyptian satrapy (in some cases with “the Egyptians” as the agents) are also mentioned in the correspondence of the satrap Arshama,70 though Judeans are not specifically identified as being among the satrap’s loyal troops.71

We can also assume that Judaean soldiers were involved in tasks such as protecting and escorting commodities between treasuries. For instance, in B4.4 we read that the two soldiers Hosea son of Hodaviah and Ahiab son of Gemariah were personally responsible for transporting goods, in this case barley, between one treasury and another.72 According to another document (A3.3 = P. Padua 1), it seems that Shelomam, a person who appears to have been a YHW-worshipping Judaean soldier, was often on the move between Migdol in Lower Egypt and places further south (Memphis, Elephantine).

In addition, the region of Syene was famous for its many stone quarries where above all the famous reddish Aswan granite was cut. Perhaps some Judaeans worked there.73

2.2Judaean Identity in Elephantine

A banal yet important question deals with the characteristics that set the Judaeans apart from other groups in Upper Egypt. What were the factors that coined the identity of the members of the Judaean community?

The question of identity may be discussed both in essentialist terms through the concept of ethnicity and through relational aspects. As for the former, an ethnos can be defined as “a named human population with myths of common ancestry, shared historical memories, one or more elements of common culture, a link with a homeland, and a sense of solidarity among at least some of its members.”74 However, as Magnar Kartveit points out by referring to the Norwegian social anthropologist Fredrik Barth’s works, such a definition approaches ethnicity in essentialist terms and should be accompanied by relational aspects: “an ethnos receives identity also through identification of its friends and enemies.”75

A prerequisite for this question is that the Judaeans in fact experienced themselves as belonging to a distinct group. Was there a Judaean “we” distinct from other groups in Upper Egypt?

A passage in a letter from Mauziah son of Nathan (A4.3) suggests that this was the case.76 The undated letter, written sometime during the final decades of the fifth century BCE, which was a troublesome time for Judaeans, gives one example of an individual Judaean who distinguished between “them” and “us.” Mauziah writes, “For you it is known that Khnum77 is against us since Hananiah is/ has been in Egypt until now” (A4.3:7). Around 419 BCE Hananiah came and (among other things) imparted to the Judaeans the decree of King Darius II dealing with the Festival of Unleavened Bread and perhaps the Passover (cf. A4.1). What is relevant here is the pronoun “us,” expressed in the phrase ḥnwm hw ʿlyn. Mauziah clearly referred to Judaeans when he wrote about “us.” Among Judaeans there was a comprehension that enabled Mauziah to speak of a collective “we.”

On the basis of what criteria could Mauziah, and ultimately all other members of his groups, speak of “us” as a group distinct from “them”? Obviously, there were several factors that defined the identity of the Judaean community. On factor could be that the group and its members identified themselves as Judaeans by using the designation yhwdy. This is partly but not entirely true. To be sure, individuals used the designation, as is attested by its appearance in several contracts (e. g. B2.9:2, 3–4; B3.1:3; B3.6:2). The designation was also used in communication with officials. For instance, in the letter to Bagavahya the governor of Judah the phrase yhwdyʾ klʾ, “all Judaeans,” occurs, referring to the “citizens” (plural of bʿl) of the Elephantine Judaean community (A4.8:22). However, there is evidence to suggest that the term yhwdy was not the only factor that defined the group. In the legal documents one and the same individual, Mahseiah son of Jedaniah, is sometimes called “a Judaean of Elephantine” (B2.2:3; B2.4:2), other times called “an Aramaean of Syene” (B2.6:2; B2:7:2) and other times again “Judaean, hereditary property holder in Elephantine” (B2.3:2).78 Moreover, a group of Elephantine leaders writing to an official referred to themselves as “Syenians” who controlled land at Elephantine (A4.10:6). Therefore, Judaean identity does not seem to have been shaped by the use of the designation yhwdy alone.

Another factor that defined the Judaean community was the god YHW, “the god dwelling in Elephantine,” and the temple devoted to him. Writing to an Achaemenid official (“our lord”) about the rebuilding of the temple of YHW, leading Judaeans refer to YHW as “YHW, the god of ours” (yhw ʾlhʾ zyln, A4.10:8). In the many examples of theophoric names borne by individuals affiliated with the Judaean garrison the divine element is exclusively yhw or the abbreviated form yw.79 The chief deity of the members of the Judaean community was YHW. Yet, the textual evidence shows that YHW in reality was not the only deity venerated and perhaps even worshipped by the Judaeans. Oaths were sworn by AnathYHW and perhaps the god Ḥerem (?) (B7.3:3), by the Egyptian goddess Sati (B2.8:5) and by Ḥerembethel80 (B7.2:7).81 In this regard, the previous case illustrates the problem of defining a Judaean at Elephantine. An individual who calls himself “Malchiah son of Jashobiah, an Aramaean, hereditary property holder in Elephantine” (B7.2:2–3) had been accused of an unlawful entry/ acquisition of a house by someone called Artafrada who was a member of another detachment. In the document, Malchiah, who clearly has a theophoric name with YHW as the divine element, expressed his willingness to declare loudly in the presence of Ḥerembethel that he was not guilty of the accusation (B7.2:7). Moreover, the so-called Collection Account (C3.15) lists the “names of the Judaean garrison who gave silver to YHW the god” (C3.15:1). What continues to perplex scholars is that the list also accounts for the contributions to Eshembethel and Anathbethel (who probably are gods, C3.15:127–128). Furthermore, the servant Giddel blessed his lord Micaiah (cf. the element YHW) “by YHH and Khnum” (D7.21:3). Therefore, also the worship and veneration of YHW did not function alone as the main criteria for defining the Judaean community.

Yet another factor that must have contributed to the shaping of the identity of the Judaean community was the common obligation to observe particular religious festivals. The letter that Hananiah wrote around 419 BCE concerning the Festival of Unleavened Bread (and the perhaps the Passover) was addressed to “Jedaniah and his colleagues the Judaean garrison.” The many injunctions of the letter are all directed to the garrison as a whole, for example, ʾntm kn mnw, “you [plural] count thus!” (A4.1:3), and dkyn hww, “(you [plural], be pure!” (A4.1:5).

Moreover, the conflict that took place in the last decades of the fifth century BCE must inevitably have strengthened the identity of the community as Judaean with YHW as chief god. The textual evidence offers only the version of the Judaeans. No traces of the other party’s version of the conflict have been left in the sources.82 As far as the Judaean community is concerned, the temple of YHW was razed to the ground. Also the well the Judaeans used in Elephantine was stopped up (A4.5:6–8). According to the Judaeans’ version, the aggressors were originally the Egyptian priests of Khnum who bribed the local Persian frataraka Vidranga (A4.5:2–4; A4.7:5).

Finally, the community’s orientation towards Jerusalem and Judah suggests that the community considered itself affiliated with Jerusalem and Judah, perhaps as a diaspora community. At least two official letters written to Judah and Jerusalem are known. One is explicitly attested: the letter to Bagavahya the governor of Judah (of which two drafts are known, A4.7 and A4.8). Another earlier letter sent to the Jerusalem priesthood, the nobility of Judah and Bagavahya is indirectly attested (A4.7:18–19). The letters to Jerusalem and Judah were written against the background of the conflict with the Egyptian priests of Khnum and the local Persian administration in Upper Egypt. Assumedly, the conflict about the temple of YHW sharpened the community’s identity as Judaeans by providing an impetus to reconfirm its ties with the homeland, Judah. However, regardless of whether this was the case or not, the Elephantine Judaeans did not only orientate themselves towards Judah and Jerusalem; they also maintained contact with the Sanballat dynasty in Samaria (A4.7:29 par.). The Elephantine Judaeans received assistance from Samaria by means of a statement. The statement was given by a representative of the Sanballat dynasty in Samaria together with the governor of Judah (A4.9). Regardless of what implications this cooperation between Samaria and Judah may have for the political history of the provinces of Judah and Samaria, the point here is that the Elephantine Judaeans, by also orienting themselves towards Samaria thus displayed a special relationship with Samaria, a relationship that in turn seems to have been confirmed by the ruling dynasty in Samaria.

Summing up, the Elephantine Judaean identity was based on several factors, both essential and relational ones, that were present to various degrees. Judaean identity was constituted by several factors, of which religion was important but not an exclusive characteristic.

2.3The Leaders of the Judaean Community

Our sources for the internal organisation of the Judaean community are primarily found in the documents of the Jedaniah communal archive. On the basis of the addresses of the letters written in the last decades of the fifth century BCE it is possible to single out leading individuals and groups. However, the nature of their function within the matrix of the Judaean society in Elephantine is not entirely clear.

2.3.1Jedaniah and the Priests of YHW

In the last decades of the fifth century BCE, a person named Jedaniah son of Gemariah (A4.4:7; A4.10:1) stood at the head of the community (A4.1; A4.2; A4.3; A4.7; A4.8; A4.10). In the communal letters that are either written to or written by the community, his name appears first in the list of addressees or senders respectively. Only on one occasion is Jedaniah given a title. In a letter to an anonymous superior (the satrap Arshama?) Jedaniah and four other named individuals are called “Syenians who are mhḥsnn [‘hereditary property holders’83] in Elephantine.” Except for this, it is not known whether Jedaniah bore other titles.
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