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ESTHER HAMALKA, THE ROYAL MISTRESS, AND 
MORDECAI HA YEHUDI, THE JEWISH JUDGE 

BY NORMAN FREDMAN 

The names Esther and Mordecai have bothered Biblical scholars at least since 

the time of the Talmud. What sound to twentieth century ears as the most Jewish 

of names turn out upon examination to be variations of the names of Babylonian 

deities, Istahar, goddess of sex and beauty, and Marduk, chief of the Babylonian 

pantheon. 

THE TRADITIONAL INTERPRETATIONS OF THE NAME ESTHER 

The Bible itself seems to indicate that Esther's real name is Hadassah (Esther 

2:7). In the Talmud (Megil/ah 13a) Rabbi Nehemiah notes, "Her name was 

Hadassah. Why then was she called 'Esther'? Because the non-Jews called her by 

the name Istahar (Venus)." The name, Hadassah, means, myrtle. The fragrant 

leaves of the myrtle were at one time thrown at weddings just as one might be 

tempted to throw flower petals. The name Hadassah is to the name Esther, as 

marriage is to sex-an interesting and most Jewish transformation. 

TRADITIONAL INTERPRETATIONS OF THE NAME MORDECAI 

There are many attempts to identify Mordecai on the part of the Talmud. He is 

repeatedly (Megillah lOb, 15a, Hullin 139b) identified with the anonymous 

author of Malachi (whose name means simply "My Messenger") and with 

Petachiah. The name Petachia is quite common. There is a Levite who 

intermarried (!) by that name (Ezra 10:23) and the head of the 19th Priestly 

Watch (I Chronicles 24: 16). The Talmud probably refers to the official 

mentioned in Nehemia II :24, who served in the Persian court while his fellow 

Jews were rebuilding Jerusalem: "And Petachiah the son of Meshezabel, of the 

children of Zerah, the son of Judah, was at the king's hand in all manners 

concerning the people." Petachiah's Judean origins were not suspect. Mordecai's 

ancestors were thought, by the Talmud, to come from both Judah and Benjamin. 
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One should, however, bear in mina I. Heinemann's insight (in Darkei 

HaAgadah) that Talmudical identifications are more psychological than 

historical. They come to point out common personality traits. 

The Talmudical sage, Rav Nachman (Megillah 12b, see Rashi), notes, 

"Mordecai was crowned with pleasant names." No direct notice is made of the 

non-Jewish origin of the name, Mordecai, as Rabbi Nehemiah had made 

concerning the name Esther. The sentence by sentence interpretation of the Book 

of Esther explains every name in Esther 2:5 in delightful detail-except the key 

name Mordecai itself! Only the traditional Sabbath afternoon sermon by Rabbi 

Samuel bar Nachmani (Megillah lOb) for the Sabbath that often comes before 

Purim, manages to kasher the name by a pun on the Torah reading (Exodus 

30:23): " Mordecai means Meyra-Dachya, flowing myrrh." 

One other name associated with Mordecai is Bilshan (Ezra 2:2 and Nehemia 

7:7). The Talmud translates Bilshan as a nickname of Mordecai, " the Linguist," 

despite a spelling that makes such an interpretation improbable. Rashi, in his 

search for the simple textual meaning writes, 'Mordecai Bilshan' is identical with 

Mordecai the Jew. However, it is possible that Bilshan is another man and the 

absence of the word "and" (between Mordecai and Bilshan) is similar to (the 

grammatical structure of) 'Adam Seth Enosh' (I Chronicles 1 :1). Dr. Solomon 

Mandelkern writes a third theory in his concordance (page 1477), " Perhaps this 

name (Mordecai) was given to him in the king's gate like Shadrach (to 

Hannaniah) or Beltshazzar to (Daniel)-and his Hebrew name was Bilshan." 

BIBLICAL AND POST-BIBLICAL WORD PLAY WITH PAGAN NAMES 

In Exodus 33:13 the Torah commands, "Make no mention of the name of 

other ~ods; neither let it be heard out of thy mouth." The result both in the Bible 

and out is either a slight change in the pronunciation of pagan names or, on 

occasion, outright ridicule. Astarte is almost always pronounced Ashtoret to 

rhyme with the Hebrew word for shame. (The only exception is when it is 

pronounced Esther). The notorious Beelzebub (in Hebrew, Baal Zevuv~, Lord of 

the Flies (II Kings l :2) was probably the respected Philistine deity Baal-Zebul, 

the Prince, Baal (or possibly, Lord of the Sanctuary). The " fair and skillful" 

Azariah also has a non-Jewish name. King Nebuchadnezzar probably called him 

Abed-Nebo (Servant of Nebo). The pious author of Daniel could not resist a 

delicious pun. He changes the name to Abed-nego (Servant of the Plague). 

Despite the fact that the Bible consistently changes the name of the pagan 
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deity, so that he is never referred to simply as Baal, the author of II Samuel with 

equal consistency changes the name Baal to Boshet (the Hebrew for shame). The 

j udge, Gideon, like Esther and perhaps Mordecai, has another name, Jerubbaal. 

The Book of Judges insists that Gideon earned the name when his father, Joash, 

uttered the challenge, " Let Baal contend," in defense of his son who had broken 

down the altar of Baal (Judges 6:32). Nonetheless, the author of II Samuel1 

changes Jerubbaal to Jerubbosheth (II Samuel 11 :2 1). Likewise the name of 

David's rival to the throne, Eshbaal (I Chronicles 8 :32) becomes Ish-Bosheth (II 

Samuel 2:8). Jonathan's son Merib-baal (I Chronicles 9:40) becomes 

Mephibosheth (II Samuel 4:4). 

Generally, the change in names is more subtle. Melech becomes Moloch. Baal 

becomes simply Ha-Baal. In the 75 places where a single Hebrew word is used 

to describe the idol, it is referred to always with the definite article-Ha-Baal, Ba

Baal, La-Baal, Ha-Baalim, La-Baalim. There are four places where Baal is used 

as a proper noun without the definite article. In three of those instances it refers 

to the name of a Jew. In one instance it. refers to the name of a location. When 

baal is used as a common noun, as it is 86 times, it never appears with the definite 

article. The censorship is subtle, but it is there. 

This slight mispronunciation of non-Jewish religious names extended well 

beyond the Biblical period. The Talmud calls Mercury, Mar-Kulis (S anhedrin 

60b), possibly using the Hebrew root for business, RKL (see the Hebrew Ezekiel 

27 :24) to describe the god of commerce. 

The slightly mispronounced names, Esth~r (from Istah ar) and Mordecai (from 

Marduk) would thus be part of a n old and ongoing tradition. The use of word 

plays to emphasize the Jewishness of Esther and Mordecai is as old as the Jewish 

people, as old as the Torah comment that sees in Babel, not Bab-illu, the gate of 

god, but ballal-confusion (see Cassuto to Genesis 9:9). The slightly 

mispronounced and misspelled Esther reminds the sages of A steer ("I will hide"). 

Two major themes of the story are the hidden God and the disguised heroine. 

And as we have mentioned, by mispronouncing Marduk as Mordecai, the sages 

are reminded of flowing myrrh. 

ESTHER HAMALKA, THE ROYAL MIST RESS 

It is possible, however, that the names Esther and Mordecai are not simply 

Judaized Persian names but are rather official titles. 

Notice that Ahasuerus has other wives. " And the king loved Esther more than 



all his wives and she gained his grace and favor more than all the virgins" (Esther 

2: 17). Herodotus notes that to be accepted as a wife of the Persian monarch, one 

had to be a member of certain noble families. But the virgins that had been 

collected were not official wives. They may be thought of as playmates to satisfy 

Ahasuerus' lust, a lust he had revealed when he wanted to display his wife Vashti 

before "the peoples and his officials." 

ACTING OUT OF FANTASY 

One major theme in the book of Esther is the identification of evil with the 

acting out of fantasy. As the Talmud puts it, "Th e wicked are in the hands of 

their desires, the righteous have their desires in hand." Ahasuerus first realized a 

fantasy of eating, drinking, and hedonistic revelry - gold and silver couches, 

costly royal apparel, a half-year feast, and most of all " wine with the generosity 

of a king" (Esther I :7). "No one is compelled" (Esther I :8). Everyone can do his 

thing. The second fantasy to be acted out is the sexual one. A beautiful virgin, 

perfumed for a year, is brought to the lusty king every night or at least whenever 

desired. 

While Ahasuerus acts out his erotic dreams, Haman acts out his fantasies of 

power and violence. Everyone must bow and when a Jew doesn't, well then, 

"destroy, slay, and annihilate all the Jews, young and old , infants and women, in 

one day" (Esther 3: 13). The Bible critics before Hitler found such genocide 

impossible to imagine. That Ahasuerus agrees to let Haman act out the fantasy 

of violence except when it interferes with his own erotic dreams (Esther 7 :8) is 

the Biblical way of noting the common denominator between sins of lust and sins 

of violence-the acting out of fantasy. Even the salvation of the Jews comes 

within the fantasy framework! The king offers Esther the·right to make a wish, 

" up to half of the kingdom." 

Hadassah, then, is not so much the flesh and blood beauty the king sees as the 

realization of his fantasies, not so much " the Queen Esther" as " the Esther 

Queen", that is, the Royal Sex Goddess, the literal meaning of the title. Her 

beauty could replace that of the wife he killed. Unlike Vashti, who made her own 

feast, Esther's feast (or perhaps, " the Esther Feast") is made by the king (Esther 

2 :8). Esther may be crowned, but she is just an Esther Queen. 

This would explain why the king gathers virgins a second time (Esther 2: 19). If 

the gathering of virgins had been just to select a new queen, the king would have 

been satisfied with the Esther he loved or he could have raised one of his noble 

wives to that station. But since the gathering of virgins was simply a way of 

acting out his fantasies, the prize he had chosen was simply a royal mistress, an 

Esther Queen. Ahasuerus continues his dalliance. 

If Esther had been a total queen, it seems strange that even she has no way of 

seeing her husband, except to a wait his summons, like one of the used "virgins." 

Moreover, if "all the King's courtiers and the people of the King's provinces 

know" the requirement of the summons, surely Esther must realize that 

Mordecai, who knows things about palace intrigue that even the King and Esther 

do not know. has no reason to be informed of this "well-known" r ule. The First 

Targum senses the problem and suggests that a law including Esther had recently 

been enacted by Haman to keep Esther from getting word to the King. If Haman 

does not suspect that she is Jewish, quite a few people know of her friendship 

with Mordecai (Esther 4 :4). This allows us to assume she is a real queen. 

But if she is just an Esther Queen, with no rights, any power she might possess 

would be limited to those brief moments when the lustful king called for her. Five 

years have passed since their so-called marriage night and thirty days since she 

was last summoned. This is the state of the relationship of which she informs 

Mordecai. Parenthetically, it is obvious that she cannot write a request to see the 

king since we are informed that Esther like almost all women of the time could 

not read Persian (in Esther 4:8, Hathach must explain the draft of the law he 

shows her). 

MORDECAI HA YEHUDI, THE JEWISH JUDGE 

The na.me Mordecai might also be an official title, a name meaning judge. The 

Talmud uses the name as a common noun that means "intelligent and learned 

expert" (see Tosaphot, Menachot 64b). The name elohim-which can be used to 

mean God or god-is used to mean judge in Exodus 22:8 and 22 :7. The word 

baal is used to mean officer, an arresting officer of the law, in Jeremiah 37: 13 

(see Rashi). There is another famous judge of Israel whose name is based on a 

mispronounced pagan name, Samson, from the name Shamash. There is thus 

ample use in the Bible and out, of the modified names of pagan deities used for 

important Jewish officials. 

The name Mordecai is mentioned 58 times in the Book of Esther. Five times he 

is referred to as Mordecai Hayehudi,' usually translated, " Mordecai the Jew." 

Perhaps a better translation might be " the Jewish Judge," for all five times refer 

to Mordecai in an official capacity: 

115 



DICH TJ;U N DIGE V ERKL.~ARING '''"de !.XI'. AFn EELDING. 
T,nnl/\r."ul'rn' (i..flt:rtbr.tll inS011n\ Z.1al, . ~ Dk Ellt:.:rdom d<"n Trouw .iuKrn:nc;~ wrlrbckliltlt, 
J •• \~fill: uil•r \crli.h)ntor 't honi11gl~k ~·r.th:ul, 1:~· f1r11i hl1?ns;~tfieu, .d;;r t:~rc:.:m: tl "'-~!i:nc. 
( ll),llwl ll.\11 h;~.a 't P.ild,,,:m l'c.rll.usl TOCIIJ;c..'llrccvcn, CJ.. b1l l:.lll .. 'UidiiiJ)t\\'fo''Chg::nut..:h l:r .. UII:Ill th:cHn. 

From an old Dutch Bible 

11 6 

(Esther 5:13) (Hamaa speaking): "yet all this avails me nothing, so long as 

I see Mordecai Hayehudi who sits at the king's gate." 

(Esther 6:10): "Then the King said to Haman,' ... Do so to Mordecai 

Hayehudi who sits at the King's gate." 

The phrase "sitting at the gate" is a common Biblical way of referring to a 

member of the court of justice. In the nineteenth century a Bible critic like Haupt 

could give the typically anti-Semitic comment that Mordecai " may have been a 

money changer who placed his table here." But after the archeological 

discoveries of the past century, even Bible critics agree with classical Jewish 

commentators that the phrase "gates" usually means courts. 

The Talmud reports the tradition that Mordecai was the head of the Jewish 

court. Since it was usually Persian policy, except during times of religious 

persecution, to give considerable independence to ethnic minorities, it would have 

been probable for King Ahasuerus or his predecessor to have appointed or 

affirmed the appointment of a Jewish judge, possibly giving him an official title or 

at least a name as Belshazzar gave Daniel. 

The last three times the phrase Mordecai Hayehudi is used are in verses 9:29 

and 9:31 where he officially establishes the Holiday of Purim. 

Mordecai brought honor to the title he had earned. The name became so 

popular that with the passage of time, demographers could agree with the words 

the Talmud places in the mouth of Haman, "There are oh-so-many Jews named 

Mordecai." 

The names Mordecai and Esther may then be pagan in origin without 

indicating any more the pagan origin of the Book of Esther than the "Tseylemer" 

Hassidim betray a tendency towards Christianity. Or the names may have been 

the galut names of the hero and heroine of Purim, modified slightly to make them 

acceptable to Exodus 23:13. Or perhaps they may have been the official titles of 

their illustrious, most Jewish owners-Esther HaMalka, the Royal Mistress and 

Mordecai Hayehudi, the Jewish Judge. 
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ABSALOM'S REVOLT 

BY SHIMON BAKON 

Now the acts of David the King, first and last, behold they are wrillen in 

the words of Samuel the seer, and in the words of Nathan the prophet and 

in the words of Gad the seer. 
II Chronicles, 29:29 

Since it would seem a Herculean task to unravel from the total account the 

component parts recorded by these three prophets, it might be far better to 

regard it as a biographic panorama of a great man, perceived by three different 

personalities. A remarkably vivid procession of incidents pass review, 

representing to us the gamut of human emotion, from triumph to tragedy, love 

and hate, spiritual heights and base mu.rder, sins and religious fervor, humility 

and naked struggle for power. Within the span of perhaps sixty years we get 

glimpses of powerful personalities in confrontation with one another, in step or 

out of step with God as they understood Him. 

As seen through the eyes of the prophets all the events move in the direction 

predestined by Providence that eventually resolve in the enthronement of David, 

the unification of Judah and Israel, the building of the Temple and the 

establishment of David's dynasty through his son Solomon. In this total account 

the tragic revolt of Absalom is but an incident. 

It would seem almost certain that the same hand that wrote about David and 

Bat-Sheba also wrote about Absalom's revolt. It is not only the masterful 

handling of material and the literary force evident in both accounts, but the 

prophetic thrust manifested in them as well. Absalom's revolt, his death, some of 

the events preceding it, David's tragedy, all that is presented as the consequence 

of David's great sin. For did not Nathan thunder?: 

Thus saith the Lord. Behold, I will raise up evil against thee out of thine 

own house, and I will take thy wives before thine eyes ... and he shall lie 

Dr. Bakon served as Director of Jewish Education for the communities of Bridgeport, Conn., and Springfield, 

Mass., before settling in Israel. He was also on the staff of Boston Hebrew College, lecturing on Jewish 

Philosophy and Education. At present he is Assistant editor of Dor le-Dor. 

118 

with thy wives in the sight of this sun. For thou didst it secretly, but I will 

do this thing before all Israel, and before the sun. 

II Samuel 12:11- 12 

And later we read that on advice of Ahitophel, "Absalom went in unto his 

father's concubines in the sight of all Israel" (II Samuel 16:22). 

This abhorrent act, prophesied by Nathan, appears to be a natural 

consequence of David's sin. That, together with Absalom's rebellion, the.disgrace 

of Tamar, and the death of four of his sons, end a cycle of events, each seemingly 

separate and yet interrelated- being both cause and effect: the result of previous 

action and simultaneously the cause of subsequent events. It is great biography 

and historiosophy rolled into one. 

AND IT CAME TO PASS AFTER THIS 

These, in Jewish tradition, are ominous words, containing a sinister note. 

"After this" is the affair of David and Bat-Sheba. And what is it that came to 

pass after this? "That Absalom, the son of David, had a fair sister whose name 

was Tamar, and Amnon, the son of David, loved her" ( 13: 1). 

There can be no question that the juxtaposition of the two, seemingly unrelated 

sets of events, have great significance. In the light of David's deed, and the 

prophecy of Nathan, the sequence assumes the status of divine necessity. The 

story, related in chapter 13 of II Samuel, is too well known to be repeated. We 

are in deep sympathy with Tamar who "remained desolate in her brother 

Absalom's house." We are also told that David was very angry, but we are not 

informed whether he punished Amnon for his brutal act. 

We learn something of Absalom's character. He advises his sister to remain 

calm. And one.discovers under the cold demeanor, for he " spoke unto Amnon 

neither good nor bad" (13: 12), the welling up of a violent hatred for his brother. 

Absalom plotted for two years against Amnon to avenge his sister's dishonor, 

until the opportune moment offered itself in a sheep-shearing ceremony to which 

he invited his father. Through this act another dimension of Absalom's character 

is revealed-his deviousness. Knowing that his father would refuse, he requests, 

instead, the presence of his brothers, including Amnon, and David reluctantly 

accedes. It is at this feast that Amnon is assassinated. 

AND HE KISSED HIM 

Here we ought to pause for a comment. It is inadmissable to read into 
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scriptural narration what is not there. From a psychological standpoint one could 

make a good case of a festering resentment building up in the calculating 

character of Absalom against his father. One may suppose that during the three 

years of exile and during an additional two years, after being returned from exile 

but still banished from the sight of the king, his resentment against his father 

grew. While Scripture is most explicit concerning the love of David for Absalom , 

we do not find any evidence of reciprocity. When Joab, captain of the host, after 

repeated urging of Absalom finally intercedes to bring about a reconciliation 

between father and son, Scripture states most poignantly: "And the King kissed 

Absalom." How much meaning is invested in those three Hebrew words: pU1'1 

01?w:ui~ 1?bi1. David, pining to see his son after seven years of estrangement, 

overcome by love, kisses his son. But the love is not reciprocated. How different 

is this encounter from the spontaneity and mutuality in the relationship between 

David and Jonathan expressed in the words: "and they kissed one another"

PnN nN UI'N 1pU1'1-(I Samuel 20:41). 

THE REVOLT 

For any revolt to materialize, there has to be a "charismatic" leader, allies who 

represent some powerbase from which to launch a revolt, and, most important ly, 

an undercurrent of disenchantment and dissatisfaction. There is nothing to 

prepare us for the abortive revolt of Absalom. Though we have learned 

something of his calculating mind and of his deviousness, there is no hint at what 

moment the thought of rebellion began entering his mind, but we are told that, 

right after the reconciliation with his father, he undertook serious preparations 

for the revolt. 

First, he " prepared him a chariot and hqrses, and fifty men to ruri before him" 

( 15: 1). Second, he used the demagoguery of intercepting men coming to David 

for arbitration, suggesting to them, " see thy matters are good and right; but there 

is no man deputed of the king to hear them. Oh, that I were made judge in the 

land ... and I would do his justice" (15 :3- 4) ; and the flattery of kissing these 

men who had prostrated themselves before him. Thirdly, he asked and received 

permission from the king to go to Hebron on the pretext of fulfill ing a vow while 

in exile in Geshur. 

The first method obviously did not awaken suspicion. It may have been 

interpreted by the indulgent father that Absalom now felt at home and reinstated, 

and that such was the proper state befitting a crown-prince being, after the slain 
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Amnon, the next in line of succession. What it d id, however, was that Absalom 

impressed himself on the consciousness of the people. 

The second step of his preparation is quite puzzling. There are two questions 

that demand and answer. What is the meaning of Absalom's statement: "but 

there is no man deputed of the king to hear them?" Was this an outright lie, or 

did it t ruly represent the evolution from the Shofet to the King, with deterioration 

of the function of judge amongst the royal prerogatives? And then, why of all the 

royal prerogatives did Absalom seize precisely on that of the Shofet to " steal the 

hearts of Israel?" 

There are two possible answers to the last questions. It may be that royalty, 

quite well established in Israel for more than half a century, had not fully 

expunged the memory of the "good old times" of the charismatic Shoftim. There 

is also the other possibility , established from historical and literary findings of the 

Ancient . Near East, that the "crown-prince" assumed the role of the Judge. 

THE COUNSEL OF AHITOPH EL 

Absalom went to Hebron with two hundred " men out of Jerusalem that were 

invited and went in their simplicity" (1 5: II). On the surface of it this going to 

Hebron and the starting of a rebellion from the very city where David was 

crowned King of Judah , seems not a sound move. But in conjunction with the 

other measures he took, this proved a decisive act, a diabolically clever move. 

The impression given was that the rebellion was much more pervasive than it 

actually was. Two hundred men, probably in high position in the court of the 

king, now with Absalom, must have left David with the impression of being 

utterly betrayed and forsaken. 

Absalom also "sent spies throughout all the Tribes of Israel saying: as soon as 

you hear the sound of the horn then ye shall say: Absalom is King in Hebron" 

(15: 10). We must not be deceived. The groundwork for the rebellion was most 

carefully laid before. The spies were sent to individuals in important positions 

throughout all of Israel, who had been aware and been party to the developing 

conspiracy, and able to sway the undecided ones. "For the people increased 

continually with Absalom." 

"He sent for Ahitophel" David'l\ counsellor. There can be no question: 

Ahitophel did not join Absalom on the spur of the moment. Scripture is silent on 

when or why Ahitophel joined the conspiracy. In fact, in the light of subsequent 

events the role of Ahitophel must have been much more profound then that of a 
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clever advisor. It would not be surprising that Ahitophel himself put the idea of a 

revolt in Absalom's mind and that it was he who prepared the ground for such a 

rebellion both in Judah and in Israel. All of the preparations show masterfu l 

planning. It points to Ahitophel of whom it is attested: "Now the counsel of 

Ahitophel was as if a man inquired of the word of God" (16:23). 

The seeming turning away of two hundred Jerusalemites, going in their 

"simplicity"' with Absalom, the treason of Ahitophel, his trusted counselor, the 

shameless betrayal of his own son, whom he recently had kissed as a token of 

reconci liation, the open revolt coming from the south, from Hebron, "his" own 

city, coupled with the unexpected threat from the north, moved David and his 

valiant men to flee Jerusalem in panic. 

AND THE CONSPI RA CY WAS STRONG 

One thing is clear, without a growing disaffec tion and a waning popularity of 

David, both in Judah and in I srael , the succesful first phase of the revolt could 

never have started. We shall try to pull together various hints scattered in the 

accounts of David's life, suggestive of growing restiveness that needed but to be 

triggered to burst forth into open rebellion. 

The dissatisfaction in Israel can be more easily expla ined. There existed a deep, 

undercurrent of tension between Judah and Israel, especially Benja min. While it 

is difficult to ascertain what motivated the dissatisfaction of Israel as regards the 

"person" of David , it would be naive to assume that it was merely the special 

• charm and demagoguery of Absalom that made them turn away from David 

towards him. But what made the men of Judah defect from David'! What was it 

that pro mpted him, after the squashing of Absalom's revolt, when men of Israel, 

regretting their rash defection, thought of reinstating thei r King, to send a 

· message to Zadok and A viathar the priests to intercede with the Elders of J udah: 

" Why are ye the last to bring the King back to his home?" ( 19: 12). Scripture 

offers us some hints. 

BUT WHY DOTH MY LORD TH E K I NG DELIGHT IN THIS 

II Samuel 24 and I Chronicles 21 tell of a puzzling episode posing historical 

and theological difficulties. At a certain period David insisted on a census of the 

"valiant men that drew the sword" of Judah and Israel. To this end he 

commissioned Joab and his military leaders. To our surprise it was the chief of 

the army who objected. " But why doth the lord my King delight in this?" 
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-
Chronicles add: "Why will he (David) be a cause of guilt to Israel?" 

Nevertheless, "The king's words prevailed." If a military census was intended, 

then it should have been in the interest of Joab to know the status of available 

man-power. Why did he so stren uously object? In addition, commentators have 

been hard put to explain the "sin" committed by David in this census taking. 

Let us assume, for a moment, that the intention of numbering men of military 

age was not for military purposes but for organizing "forced labor-gangs" raised 

proportionately under a new system of corvee. We are assisted in our assumption 

by an innocuous verse, "and Adoram was o ver the levy" (20:24), recording him 

amongst the chief officers toward the end of David's reign. It is characteristic 

that a previous recording of his ch ief officers in the early phase of his reign 

(8:15- I8) omits Adoram, and is preceded by the verse: "And David reigned over 

all Israel: and David executed justice and righteousness unto all his people (8: 15 ). 

Would it be too daring to suggest that it was this measure taken by David that 

was imputed to him as a great sin, its unpo pularity that created the aversion of 

Joab to execute the census and was the root of the discontentment of both Israel 

and Judah? 

FOR THE LORD HAD ORDAINED TO DEFEAT THE COUNSEL OF AHITOPHEL 

The point of no return in the revolt was reached when Absalom on advice of 

Ahitophel "went in unto his father's concubines in the sight of all Israel" ( 16:22). 

But the decisive turning point came with the rejection of Ahitophel's excellent 

counsel: 

Let me now choose twelve thousand men and l will arise and pursue after 

David this night. And I will come upon him while he is weaty . .. and ! will 

smite the King only and I will bring back all the people unto thee (I 7: /43). 

A dramatic tension of this fateful moment is achieved by the advice of Chushai 

the Arkite, a special emissary sent by David to counteract Ahitophel. And this is 

what Chushai advises: 

But I counsel that all I srael be gathered together unto thee . .. and that 

thou go to the battle in thine own person, and of him (David) and all the 

men that are with him we will not leave so much as one (17:11-13). 

I do not think that it was the substance of the advice given by Chushai which 

proved to be decisive but rather the fact that it centered on the person of 
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Absalom, thus fanning his vanity, while Ahitophel, in a classic case of over

reaching himself, mentions his own first person five times. 

The rest is known history. Amasa, an incompetent, is appointed military chief 

by Absalom. Ahitophel, whose counsel was rejected and was aware that this was 

the beginning of the end of the revolt, commits suicide. Absalom waits until he 

has amassed a large army, giving David and his army led by battle-wise military 

leaders an opportunity to prepare for the grim business of meeting the onslaught. 

The battle and its general outcome is an anti-climax. 

COMEDIA DIVINA AND HUMAN TRAGEDY 

There is no clarity in the scriptural account on how Absalom, fl eeing from a 

lost battle, was caught in the tree. There is, perhaps, some justification in the 

popular mind that he was caught by his hair. This would give ironic poignancy to 

the vanity of Absalom and to the special attention he gave to his richly growing 

hair: 

Now it was at every year's end that he polled it because his hair was heavy 

on him .. . he weighted the hair of his head at two hundred 

shekels ... (14:26). 

In the divine comedy it is this vanity which brought about his final downfall. 

The revolt of Absalom, and his death, but a tragic episode in the biography of 

David, assumes the status of a necessary event in the "comedia divina" as 

comprehended in the historic-sophie views of the prophet. It is ironic that in the 

divine economy the seemingly unrelated and tragic events in the life of David 

assume profound meaning. Even his great sin is necessary, since " Yedidiah" was 

to be his God-chosen successor. Amnon had to run afoul of Absalom. Ahitophel 

was so blinded by his own self-centredness and his hate of David that he 

overreached himself. Joab, so loyal to David, slays Absalom, thus removing a 

dangerous rival to Solomon. It is irony in the divine comedy that Joab himself, 

siding with Adonijah against Solomon, is swept away together with Adonijah. 

EPILOGUE 

After these revolts, the biography of David, one of the greatest men produced 

in Israel, comes virtually to an end. All the strands in the rich tapestry of his life 

have run their course. What follows is fully preparatory to two great events, the 

enthronement of Solomon and the building of the Temple. 
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The vigor and golden touch is gone. One notes with sadness his mishandling 

of, or perhaps non-interference in the squabble between J udah and Israel, 

resulting in a new rebellion of Sheba and the assassination of Amasa. One notes 

with regret his non-interference in a newly developing struggle for succession, 

causing almost a new civic strife and the death of yet another son, Adonijah. 

The epitaph of man's folly, if his initiatives are ranged against the design of 

Providence-in the prophetic vision- is a monument set up by A bsalom in his life 

time, "for he said: I have no son to keep my name in remembrance : and he called 

this pillar after his own name" (18 :8). 

We mourn the loss of Dr. Joseph Levitsky of Philadelphia, a sincere friend 

of the World Jewish Bible Society, an outstanding scholar and educator . . 

THE ISRAEL SOCIETY FOR BIBLICAL RESEARCH 

ANNOUNCES 

the publication of 

KADMUT HAIVRIM- ANCIENT HEBREWS 

by Ben Zion Luria 

Researches in the history of Israel in the era of the Patriarchs 

price : $9.00 

Israel Society for Biblical Research, 18 Abarbanel St. 
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Enclosed please find $9.00 for Kadmut Haivrim. 
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JEPHTHAH'S LITERARY VOGUE 

BY SOL LIPTZIN 

Jephthah, one of Israel's great judges during the pre-monarchical era, was a 

charismatic figure. Though stigmatized by his illegitimate birth, harried by his 

more reputable brothers, driven out into the desert, where his associates were 

outlaws and brigands, he yet overcame all handicaps, won the respect of his 

Transjordanian tribe, and was called upon in an hour of Israel's need to assume 

the leadership of his people in war, a leadership he succeeded in retaining 

throughout the following, more peaceful years, until he was gathered to his 

fathers. 

Many were the stories that must have circulated about him and that were 

handed down the generations by word of mouth and by priestly scribes. 

Fragments of these stories survive in the succinct written version available to us 

in Judges, Chapters II and 12. 

We learn of his negotiations with the Elders of Gilead who had acquiesced in 

his being driven forth into exile and who, when they later sought him out in the 

land of Tob, had to accede to his severe conditions and to hand over to him 

supreme authority over all the inhabitants of their endangered province before he 

would budge from his secure place of refuge. 

We are apprised of his apparently long drawn out diplomatic exchanges with 

the king of the Ammonites, during which he displayed much subtlety and in the 

course of which he tried to refute the Ammonite claim for sovereignty over the 

disputed territory bprdering on the Arnon River. And when his diplomatic efforts 

failed to avoid war, we are told of his heroic exploits in repelling the invaders and 

in capturing twenty of their cities. 

The dispute with the tribe of Ephraim that followed his decisive victory over 

the foreign foe gives us an insight into his domineering nature. His testing of the 

defeated, fleeing Ephraimites by means of their mispronunciation of Shiboleth as 

Siboleth provides us with an additional clue to his craftiness, a trait that helped 

Sol Liptzin, formerly Professor of Comparative Literature at the City Univers ity of New York, is the author of 

seventeen volumes on world literature, including Germany's Stepchildren, The Jell' in America II Literature, and 

most recently, A History of Yiddish Literature . 
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him to overcome the intrigues and snares he must have encountered from his 

own people after the danger from the Ammonites subsided and tribal dissension 

reasserted itself. 

The most memorable tale of Jephthah, however, concerned his sacrifice of his 

only child. This tale of his personal error, rashness, grief, and remorse left the 

strongest impact upon later creative spirits who were inspired by the Biblical 

narrative. Though this episode in the career of the valiant warrior and judge 

encompasses only nine verses in the Book of Judges (XI, 30f, 34- 40), .there are 

innumerable literary, musical, and artistic interpretations of it. 

Of the more than one hundred musical compositions based upon it, the most 

famous is the oratorio of George Friedrich Handel, composed in 1751, just as he 

was turning blind. It is true that the text of this oratorio by Thomas Morell is not 

of a very high literary standard, but the music is magnificent and has delighted 

audiences for more than two centuries. Jephthah's daughter has often been 

depicted in medieval and Renaissance illustrations, mosaics and tapestries, and 

more recently in the nineteenth century paintings by William Blake and Edgar 

Degas and in the twentieth century sculptures by Enrico G licenstein and Naoum 

Aronson. 

THE RENAISSANCE 

In drama, significant reinterpretations of the Jephthah-theme go back to the 

sixtenth century, when George Buchanan, the Scottish Humanist and Reformer, 

composed his Latin version in 1542 and Hans Sachs, the Meistersinger of 

Nuremberg, his German version in 1555. This theme was especially popular 

among the Humanists, who were spellbound by the rediscovery of the classical 

dramatists, since it resembled the lphigenia-theme as treated by Euripides in his 

play lphigenia in Au/is, a tragedy translated in 1506 by Erasmus of Rotterdam 

from the original Greek into Latin. The translation of this Dutch Humanist had a 

large vogue in university circles throughout Europe. Melanchton's students 

staged a performance at the University of Wittenberg. In Cambridge, John 

Christopherson, the English Humanist and later Bishop, wrote a Jephthah-drama 

in Greek in 1544, explaining that he chose this subject because of its similarity to 

the Euripidean play. 

Just as Agamemnon, the leader of the Greek exJ?edition against Troy, had to 

sacrifice his daughter lphigenia to an Hellenic deity so that the Greek ships might 
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"And Jephtah came to Milzpah ... and ... his daughter came to meet him with timbrels and with dances" 

(Judges II :34) by Gustat' Dore 

17.R 

sail and ultimate victory of the Trojans be achieved, so too Jephthah felt 

compelled to fulfill his rash vow to sacrifice his daughter if God would grant him 

victory over the Ammonites. Jephthah, like Agamemnon , was a tragic hero 

because he was caught in an inner conflict between his duty to God and his 

fatherly love for his daughter, a conflict which involved him in immense suffering 

both before arriving at his final decision and after carrying it out. Indeed, his 

tragedy was even greater than that of Agamemnon, for the latter had other 

children, such as Electra and Orestes, to carry on the family line, while Jephthah 

had but this one daughter and no sons. 

Structurally, the Jephthah-theme lent itself to d ramatic treatment consistent 

with the classical rules as promulgated by Aristotle and interpreted by 

Renaissance scholars and literary critics. More than half a hundred Jephthah

dramas are recorded between the sixteenth and the eighteenth centuries and are 

listed in Johanna Porwig's dissertation Der Jephtastoff in der deutschen 

Dichtung (Breslau, 1932) and in W. 0. Sypherd's more comprehensive study 

Jephthah and His Daughter (University of Delaware, 1948). Of these dramas, 

the most enduring was the verse tragedy Jephta, completed in 1659 by the Dutch 

dramatist Joost van der Vondel. 

FROM VONDEL TO SHAKESPEARE 

In accordance with the Aristotelean insistence on unity of time, the entire 

action of Vondel's play takes place on the day of the sacrifice, immediately after 

the daughter's return from the mountains. As in the analogous Euripidean 

tragedy, the father seeks to keep the mother away by means of a ruse so that she 

would not learn of the sacrifice and so that her plea for her child's life might not 

weaken his resolve. Clytemnestra, wife of Agamemnon, does discover her 

husband's intent in time but her intervention is in vain. Jephthah's wife does not 

learn of her husband's bloody deed until it is too late. 

Vondel held that Jephtha's tragic fault stemmed from his sincere but erroneous 

bel ief that God demanded the fu lfillment of a vow once made and that the 

offering of a human being was pleasing to Him, as proved by the fact that He 

continued to bestow victories after the vow had been made, victories not only 

against the Ammonites but also against the Ephraimites. On ly after Jephthah 

carried out. his vow did doubts assail him. He realized his error and was ready to 

atone. At the conclusion of the drama, he undertook to make his way to the 
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priests in Shilo, the chief sanctuary of the Israelites, and to do penance for his 

rashness and his stubborn faith in his own judgment. 

Shakespeare, who steered clear of Biblical subjects for his dramas, was 

acquainted with the Jephthah-theme. In Hamlet, he called Polonius an old 

Jephthah and echoed verses of a current English ballad on this Israelite judge 

who, like the father of Ophelia, had "one fair daughter and no more, the which he 

loved passing well." 

A generation after Shakespeare, the English poet Robert Herrick composed 

"The Dirge of Jephthah 's Daughter" ( 164 7). The dirge was sung by the maidens 

who recalled the daughter's martyrdom and was based upon the Biblical verse 

that the young women of Israel went annually to lament her for four days. 

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

The century of Enlightenment was less interested in the Jephthah-theme than 

the preceding centuries. For the Romantic generation of the early nineteenth 

century, however, it again proved attractive, as is evidenced by the lyrics of Lord 

Byron and Alfred de Vigny, among others. 

In Byron's poem of 181 5, included in his Hebreu• Melodies, the Hebrew 

maiden's nobility of soul and her unquestioning acquiescence in her fate were 

emphasized. In five stanzas, she expressed her love for her father as she bade 

farewell to him in her final hour. Having just returned from her two months in the 

mountains- the period of mourning granted her-she was ready for the sacrifice, 

since her country, her God, and her sire demanded it. She comforted her father 

by pointing out to him that his vow did bring him success in battle and did assure 

freedom for her people. She begged him to bless her and to note that she would 

die pure in thought and with a smile on her lips. 

Isaac Nathan, the Jewish composer who set the lyric to music, suggested to 

Byron that perhaps the tragic end might be modified, since the Biblical text did 

not necessarily mean " a positive sacrifice of the daughter's life but may have 

referred to a sentence of perpetual seclusion, a state held by Jews as dead indeed . 

to society, and the most severe infliction that could be imposed." Byron replied 

that he was not guilty of her blood and would not incur censure from the world 

by killing her in his poem. 

Five years after Byron, the French poet Alfred the Vigny wrote the Biblical 

lyric La Fille de Jephte, a chant of the maidens of Israel. They sang of the 

Hebraic deity as a jealous God, a God of vengeance, a God who demanded 
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innocent blood as compensation for Jephthah's failings. They idealized his 

daughter, who bowed her head in submission and who placated the deity by her 

death. 

In A Dream of Fair Women (1833), Alfred Tennyson included among the 

world's outstanding fair women not only Helen of Troy, Iphigenia and Cleopatra 

but also the pure Gileadite maiden who died to fulfill her father's wild oath. In his 

dream, the poet heard her recount how from the bliss of life she was lowered 

down to a silent grave. She had no regrets for her forfeited years, for having given 

up joy, dance, and song. It was comforting to submit to a father's wil l. It was 

beautiful to die for her God. It brought a glow of pride to her face to know that 

through her sacrifice she assured Israel's victory over Ammon. 

The Victorian poet also touched upon the Jephthah-theme m the verse 

narratives Aylmer's Field and The Flight. In the latter poem, he compared the 

tyrannical father of the heroine, who would force her into a hated marriage and 

thus shorten her life, to the godless Jephthah, who, because of an impulsive vow, 

forced his meek daughter to yield up her heart, soul, and life. 

Not all Biblical commentators were convinced that the carrying out of 

Jephthah's vow necessitated his daughter's untimely death. To be sacrificed to 

the Lord might be interpreted as being condemned to eternal virginity and 

unfruitfulness. The German dramatist Ludwig Freytag was aware of this 

interpretation but rejected it as inadequate. In his verse drama of 1871, entitled 

Jephthah, he went much further in changing the ending. He had a prophet of the 

Israelite God intervene at the last moment to save the willing victim and to bring 

about a completely happy conclusion, her being wedded to her heart's beloved. 

He held that, while heathen deities such as Moloch and Ashtoreth did require 

human beings as burnt offerings, the Israelite God would not let such horrible 

sacrifices be carried out, even if he might test his followers by subjecting them to 

extreme trials as in the case of Abraham and Isaac and in that of Jephthah and 

his daughter. The Jewish God was not only just but also merciful. Hence, when 

Freytag's play reached a climax in the submission of father and daughter to 

God's apparent will for absolute, unquestioning obedience to a vow once 

undertaken, the prophet Eli was introduced to pronounce God's true, 

compassionate will. Human burnt-offerings must be ever shunned. They were 

heathen abominations. Israel must serve God in other ways, in performing 

righteous deeds. 
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ijEBREW AN D YIDDISH VERSIONS 

The Jephthah-theme was not as popular with Jewish writers as with Protestant 

and C_atholic writers, even though the Bible was for the Biblical people its 

" portable fatherland." Jewish writers were estranged by Jephthah's behavior in 

seeking to bribe God with a burnt-offering and in his carrying out his vow despite 

its involving the unanticipated death of his innocent child. However, the 

submission of the pure maiden to the will of her father did appeal to the exiled 

people that prized filial piety as a upreme value in the struggle for ethnic and 

religious survival. This aspect was, therefore, emphasized in the Hebrew and 

Yiddish adaptations of the Jephthah legend. 

Thus, the trilingual poetS. S. Frug, who fascinated readers during the closing 

nineteenth century with his poems in Russian, Hebrew and Yiddish, ended his 

long Hebrew poem Bat Yiftakh with the daughter's descent from her mountain 

retreat to meet her end, pure, without wailing, meekly submissive to an adored 

father who meant more to her than life itself. 

Similarly, Yehoash, whose supreme achievement was the translation of the 

Bible into Yiddish and whose lyrics and ballads abounded in Biblical subjects and 

characters, limited himself in his poem Yiftakh's Tokhter to an elaboration 

merely of the last sentence of the Biblical narrative, the lament of Gilead's 

maidens as they made their yearly pilgrimage to the grave of the martyred girl. 

There was a curse upon the mountain where she lay buried. No grass ever grew 

there and no birds ever sang there. The loneliness and silence hovering over the 

scene were disturbed only during the four days each year when the women of 

Gilead came to lay a wreath on the ancient grave, to sing their song of 

lamentation, and to dance their macabre dance. Then it seemed to them that the 

maiden long dead joined them in their song and danced among them with 

invisible steps. 

In 1910, the same year as Yehoash's dirge, I. I. Schwartz, the American 

Yiddish poet, also idealized the meek daughter who joyfully accepted the tragic 

fate her father decreed for her. A sacred fire was kindled in her heart as she 

prepared for her end. While her comrades kissed her hands and the hem of her 

robe, she stood calm and pensive as she awaited the eternal night that would cut 

short her young life. 

SHOLOM ASCH 

The strangest Yiddish version of the Jephthah-theme was Sholom Asch's 

132 

d rama in two acts with a long prologue and a longer epilogue. Asch had visited 

Palestine in 1907 and 1910, and his creative imagination had been stimulated by 

its landscape and its people. Nevertheless, though he characterized his work as a 

Biblical drama, there is little of the Biblical spirit in it. It rather depicted a struggle 

ov~.:r Jephthah's daughter between pre-historic man in search of a suitable mate 

and the one-eyed, bestial God Moloch, who ruled in the rugged mountains on the 

edge of human habitation. When Jephthah was driven foi:th from his own, more 

civilized lan9 of Gilead after the death of his fa ther, he had found refuge in the 

desolate region of the God Moloch, from which hi s mother stemmed. To his God 

of Fire, it was customary to offer up the first-born child immediately after its 

birth. Jephtha~ 1 howver,. b ad withheld his only child from the ravenous deity. 

Now that his daughter was grown-up, Moloch claimed her as a desirable mate. 

When Gilead's Elders, in their distress, found their way to Jephthah's lonely 

abode in the mountains and implored him to return to the land of his father and 

to save it from the ravages of the Ammonites, he agreed and prayed to the God 

of his father to grant him victory in the coming struggle. His prayer met with 

silence. He then turned to Moloch, the God of his mother, and vowed that, if 

victorious, he would sacrifice whatever came forth from his house to greet him on 

his return from battle, even if it were his most precious possession, even his only 

daughter. After the victory, Jephtha h felt obligated to fulfill his vow. The Elders 

of Gilead implored him to flee from Moloch's domain and to join them in their 

land under the protection of the Hebraic God, who did not desire human 

sacrifices. The daughter of Jephthah, however, rejoiced in her father 's vow. She 

preferred to answer the wild call of her blood for Moloch, the savage sun-God, 

whose fiery darts warmed and irradiated her longing limbs. 

E RNST LISSAUER AND SAUL SAPHI RE 

Between the two World Wars, the much maligned Viennese J ewish poet Ernst 

Lissauer treated the Jephthah-theme in his German drame Das Weib des Jephta, 

performed and published in 1928, and the prolific American writer of Jewish 

historical romances, Saul Saphire, concluded in 193 7 his series of the nineteen

thirties on Biblical characters with his Yiddish novel on Jephthah. As in his 

preceding Biblical novels, which dealt with King David ( 1930), Joseph and his 

Brethren (193 1), King Solomon ( 1.93 1), Queen Esther (1932), Moses (1934), 

Joshua (1935), Samson ( 1935), Ruth ( 1936), his Jephthah narrative, amidst all 

elaborations, tried to be fai thful to the original text and to the J ewish traditional 
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interpretations. Lissauer, on the other hand, was far more interested in voicing 

through his Jephthah his own protest against the carnage and vain sacrifices of 

the war he had experienced and which had earlier led him astray to pen his 

Hassgesang gegen England. T his hate-fi lled poem, his most popular one, had 

helped to whip up war hysteria against Germany's opponents and he had come 

to regret this popularity . 

As the title of his Biblical tragedy indicated, it was the wife of Jephthah and 

not his da ughter who was at the center of the dramatic action. If the daughter 

acquiesced so meekly in her fate, as ind icated in the original source, might it not 

have been because she was not fully aware of what the loss of life really meant? 

The d ramatist, therefore, portrayed her as a five-year-old child , interested in 

playing with her do ll, rather than as a strong-willed, mature personality who had 

to decide whether to accept or to struggle against her fate. The role of Jephthah's 

antagonist devolved upon her mother. Despite the love she bore for her husband, 

her maternal feelings led her to oppose him, the would-be murderer of their only 

child. She could not justify the sacrifice dictated by his higher religious and 

patriotic considerations. She, therefore, attempted to frustrate his intentions by 

escaping with her child to the mountains. When the cave in which both hid was 

discovered and when the child was indeed sacrificed, she raged at the murderer 

whom others idolized as the conquering hero. She even attempted to kill him and, 

failing to do so, she killed herself. Though Jephthah Uved on as the revered savior 

of his country, he was a broken man, c rushed by his conscience that wo uld no t 

absolve him of his guilt in having been the cause o f his child's death and hi s wife's 

suicide. The right o.f a person, man, woman, or child, to the precious gift of life 

was juxtaposed by the dramatist to the cla im of God and state for the sacrifice of 

individuals for the good of society, but no satisfactory solution to the conflict was 

indicated. 

LION FEUCHTWANGER 

While Lissauer's drama, written under the impact of the defeat of the Central 

European powers, echoed his disillusionment with the patriotic slogans of the 

First World War, th e most significant literary treatment of Jephthah by a Jewish 

writer after the Second World War, Lion Feuchtwanger's novel of 1957, sought 

to shake off this novelist's brooding over the most recent J ewish tragedy and to 

flee in his historic imaginati<;m to the Bronze Age in which Jephthah lived. But he 

could not entirely escape the nightmare of the Holocaust. It in truded even upon 
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his attempted reconstruction of the ancient world of the Biblical tribes as these 

emerged from primitive religious beliefs to a new concept of divinity. 

Feuchtwanger was the author of more than a dozen historical novels, including 

bestsellers about Jewish personalities, ranging from Josephus to Jud Suss. Jefta 

und seine Tochter was his last work and it necessitated tremendous creative 

imagination to bring to life and to depict faithfully events, religious beliefs, family 

relationships, political conflicts, priests, rulers, and commoners of the remote era 

and of the borderland beyond the Jordan. 

In trying to reconstruct the reality of the ancient land of Gilead, Feuchtwanger 

utilized the most recent findings of archeologists, historians and philologists. He 

saw Jephthah in the midst of a tribe that was barely adjusting to the sedentary 

life of agriculturalists after its earlier nomadic existence as shepherds. When 

Jephthah felt wronged by his brothers, who denied him his father's inheritance, 

he fled to the wilderness of Tob with his Ammonite wife and his child. Amidst the 

boundless liberty of the great open spaces, he gathered about him fugitives and 

outlaws who joined him for mutual protection. These freebooters, scorned and 

feared, became in time a formidable, armed host. When the Ammonites attacked 

Gilead, Jephthah's band of warriors were desperately needed to save the 

Gileadites from defeat. As the accepted leader of the entire army, he engaged in a 

fierce battle against overwhelming odds. To wrest victory from the jaws of defeat, 

he vowed his rash vow. When the tide of battle turned, he was hailed ju bilantly as 

his country's savior. But his happiness was short-lived. God, who raised him so 

high in triumph, cast him all the deeper into misery. The fulfillment of his vow 

necessitated the sacrifice of his beloved child. "He did with her according to his 

vow." But his heart thereafter was a desert. T hough the men of Gilead revered 

him as he ruled his people justly, he himself felt like a dead man whose life's 

blood had drained away. 

In Feuchtwanger's novel, as in the Biblical narrative, the pure, innocent, 

submissive daughter faced no inner conflicts. It was rather Jephthah who was 

presented as torn between his father's tribe, the people of the settlements, and his 

mother's tribe, the nomads of the desert. After his tragic deed, this strong and 

solitary leader came to realize its futility and madness. Its consequences became 

ever clearer to him in all their grim .absurdity and imbecile grandeur. He had shed 

his best blood, his own daughter's blood, for ·a God who did not exist. Through 

the mask of Jephthah, the novelist was voicing his own despair after his 
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disillusionment with the Communist idol Stalin he had previously worshipped as 

well as his still earlier disillusionment with his adored countrymen, among whom 

he had spent his pre-exilic years and who had brought his Jewish kinsmen as 

burnt-offerings in Auschwitz, Treblinka and Maidanek. 

CONCLUSION 

The Jephthah-theme, embracing a conflict between religious d.uty and parental 

love, has had an international vogue from the Middle Ages until our day. Though 

it resembles the theme of Abraham's sacrifice of Isaac and that of Agamemnon's 

sacrifice of lphigenia, it has more tragic overtones. After all, Isaac was spared at 

the last moment by the substitution of a ram and Iphigenia was saved by divine 

intervention and transported from the altar of Aulis to a new existence in Tauris. 

Jephthah, on the other hand, did actually shed his child 's blood, according to 

Biblical and most later versions, a deed that could not fail to trouble his 

conscience as long as he lived, even if he viewed it as God· ordained. In the 

contemporary world, the national state has been substituted for the God of 

primitive tribes and prehistoric centuries. The state still requires human sacrifices. 

It still justifies the shedding of human blood in . war, in the preservation of 

established regimes, in the defense of social ideologies that later turn out to be 

mass illusions. Jephthah's dilemma continues and will long continue to occupy 

creative minds. 

(Continued from page 156) 

place on Mt. Scopus in the summer of '77 . 
More than 250 from Israel and abroad were 
present at the opening session in the Truman 
Institute. During the conference there were 

lectures, among others on "Ancient 
Agriculture in Israel" by Prof. Y. Felix, 
"Ancient Agriculture in the Negev" by Prof. 
Even Ari, and "Animals in the Bible" by 
Prof. Shu lev. There were also guided tours 

emphasizing "Steps in Agriculture" and 
" Plants Mentioned by Isaiah and Jeremiah." 

136 

A suggestion made at the conference and 
taken under consideration by its organizer is 
to form an international organization which 
will, with the cooperation of the World Bible 
Society and the Organization for the 

Protection of Nature, study agriculture and 
its expression in our Biblical and post Biblical 

literature. 

(From Amudim - The Religious Kibbutz 
periodical) 

GILGAL SITE OF THE FIRST PASSOVER 

BY MAX M. ROTHSCHILD 

The celebration of the First Passover in Freedom, on the soil of the Promised 

Land, took place in Gilgal, after the conquering tribes of the Israelites had 

crossed the Jordan river under the leadership of Joshua. We read in Joshua 

5: I 0- 11 : "And the Children of Israel encamped in Gi lgal, and celebrated the 

Passover on the fourteenth day of the Month at even in the plains of Jericho." As 

a first official act upon entering the Promised Land, Joshua, at the behest of God, 

ordered the circumcision of the children of Israel " for a second time" (Joshua 

5 :2), i.e., the entire generation of those who had been born during the 40 years' 

wandering in the desert. Circumcision was necessary in order to be able to eat the 

Passover meal. Exodus 12 :48 states explicitly that no uncircumcised person is 

allowed to partake of it. After the mass circumcision, Passover was celebrated in 

Gilgal. As so frequently in the Bible, the name is explained by the way of a 

"popular etymology," meaning that" ... God took away (or removed) the shame 

of Egypt from you" (vs. 9). 

THE MEANING OF THE NAME GILGAL 

It is not at all certain that the explanation of the name Gilgal as found in 

Joshua 5:9 is the correct one, or the only valid one. Among the objections to the 

connection of "Gilgal" as " removal of the shame of Egypt" is the fact that the 

Egyptians of antiquity did actually practice circumcision. Therefore a different 

explanation for the name was given in early times. Flavius Josephus in his 

"Antiquities" (V, 1:11) speaks of the name Gilgal as being connected with 

Freedom ("eleutheria"), which actually refers to one of the possible meanings of 

the root "galoh, or galol," and he actually calls G ilgal "Eleutheria"- "Freedom." 

Here are the exact words of Josephus," ... And the place where Joshua put up 

the camp is called Gilgal which means Freedom. Because after they crossed the 

Dr. Rothschild is the Director of the Department of Regional Activities of the United Synagogue of America. 
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river; they already thought of themselves as liberated from the sufferings of 

Egypt and the desert. " There certainly is, as we all know, a very close connection 

between the idea of Freedom and the observance of the Passover. On the other 

hand, it cannot be denied that the act of circumcision was linked, in early biblical 

times, with the idea of the removal of a " shame": cf. Genesis 34: 14, where the 

sons of Jacob speak to Shechem and Hamor in th e case of their sister Dinah. 

The name of Gilgal or, as it occurs frequently in the form of Hagilgal, could 

also mean a " heap of stones." This would fit in with the story reported in Joshua 

4:20, telling us that Joshua took "those twelve stones which had marked the 

passing of the tribes through the Jordan, and set them up in Gil gal." It is well 

known that ancient Canaanite sanctuaries were marked by heaps of stones. We 

have a number of Biblical reports tell ing us of the original sacral nature of such 

places (cf. Beth El, Shechem, Gilgal) which existed in pre~occupation times, and 

these sites were known to the invading Israelite tribes. Gilgal , just as Beth El and 

Shechem, was the locale of an ancient Canaanite religious cult. The conquering 

Israelite tribes used it for their own religious worship service, and more than that. 

Gilgal became a popular sanctuary for a relatively long period following the 

conquest. It may indeed have been some kind of oracle, because we find some of 

the early prophets fulminating against the perversion (perhaps through idolatry) 

of the ancient site : cf. Amos 4:4; 5:5; Hoseah 4:15. The sharpest prophetic 

rebuke against Gilgal was made by Hoseah (9:15): " All their wickedness is in 
Gilgal ... " 

WHERE WAS G ILGAL LOCATED? 

The location of Gil gal has never been precisely identified. One of the difficulties 

here is the fact that there was another Gilgal in biblical times, probably close to 

Beth El (I Samuel 7: 16), but the Gilgal of the Passover story is the one which 

made its mark in the Biblical era. It is mentioned some 40 times in the historical 

books (Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, Nehemiah), and also in some of the 

prophets (Hoseah, Amos, Micah). Up to the present time, we do not possess any 

archaeological evidence which would shed some light on th is ancient site, a place 

which became the locale for a series of important events in later Israelite history. 

One opinion has it that the Gilgal of the Passover story is to be found at 

Gilguliah, east of Jericho; another tries to locate it at a place called Mafgir, the 

ruins of which can be found northeast of Jericho. The pond of Gilguliah, 
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approximately five miles from the Jordan, was the place where the tribes crossed 

the river (I Samuel 13:7). 

One fact seems certain, namely, that Gilgal or Hagilgal, was located at the 

outskirts of, or just within the boundaries of, the city~state of Jericho (" Ir 

Ha'Tamarim," cf. Judges I: 16; 3: 13). Jericho was the oldest Canaanite city, and 

it grew constantly, spreading its territory to include some smaller settlements 

which originally had been outside of its boundaries. That Gil gal was in the va lley 

is certain (cf. I Samuel 1 0:8), and therefore the site must have been definitely near 

Jericho. Jericho itself was laid waste a number of times by invading tribes, only 

to be rebuilt again. The location of Gilgal, while still within the territory of the 

tribe of Benjamin, is very close to the border of the territory of Ephraim, an area 

which never fell under the control of the Philistines, and therefore could serve as 

a safe center of the political and military activities of the tribes. It may actually 

have been a military supply base for the warriors of king Saul. 

GILGAL AS THE SITE OF HISTORIC EVENTS 

Saul was elected king at Gilgal-perhaps the most important historic event of 

that entire period, lending to Gilgal a tradition of great importance. It cannot 

have been accidental that the prophet Samuel (cf. I Samuel II: 15) chose Gilgal 

for the convocation of Saul's election. His action shows that Gilgal was, at that 

time, the most important- and perhaps the most protected- tribal. center. The 

ceremonies surrounding Saul's election marked the beginning of a new era of 

tribal unification and the beginning of the Israelite nation in a political sense. 

Even Saul's rejection by Samuel, in retaliation for the king's disobedience to God, 

took place at Gilgal (I Samuel 13:7-15). 

The first settlers had not occupied Gilgal permanently, although Joshua's 

camp had remained there during the period of skirmishes at the beginning of the 

conquest of Canaan. But Gilgal remained a place heavy with historical 

connotations in the mind of all people. 

THE PASSOVER CELEBRATION AT GILGAL 

We can now understand the significance of that brief, terse report in Joshua 

5: 10- 11: "And the children of Israel encamped in Gilgal; and they kept the 

Passover on the fourteenth day of the month at even in the plains of Jericho. And 

they did eat of the produce of the land on the morrow after the Passover, 

unleavened cakes (Matzot) and parched corn in the selfsame day." The 
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association between the place and the occurrence was of profound significance. 

The joint tribal meal after the mass circumcision, commemorating the exodus 

from Egypt, celebrated for the first time in freedom, was more than a passing 

event. We know today that the origins of the Passover meal itself go back to a 

pre-historic tradition, to an era when shepherds would gather for a joint meal at 

the beginning of the spring season. Commencing with the Passover story, what 

had been a ceremony of shepherds became a family feast. Moses ordered every 

family to eat this meal together (Exodus 12:3- 4, 46), in their homes, without 

leaving the premises. The blood of the Passover sacrifice was to be smeared on 

the door posts. In Exodus 24:6 we read that a meal and sacrifice, also 

accompanied by the sprinkling of blood "on the altar," was ordered by Moses. 

At that stage the meal had extended beyond the confines of family and had 

developed into a clan, or tribal, event. The Passover celebration and meal at 

Gilgal, as it occurred when the tribes set foot on the Promised Land, represents 

therefore a further step toward the unification of the families, clans, and tribes 

into the beginnings of a people, a political unit. It prepared the ground for the 

later events in Israelite history, the establishment of a kingdom, and the 

emergence of a unified military and political force. That the first Passover · 

celebration took place, in space and in time, at the very entrance to the Land of 

Freedom, cannot have been accidental. For him who knows to read the Bible, the 

brief account in the two verses from Joshua 5 is full of meaning. 

l~?wish life in Art & Tradition 

140 

THE WESTERN WALL 

BY BEN-ZION LUR IA 

On the 28th of Iyar 5727 (June 7, 1967), the Israel Defense Army 

captured the Old City of Jerusalem from the Jordanian forces. On thai day 

the Jewish people were reunited with the Western Wall- 'Jil7~:1 ?m:m
after a forced absence of nineteen years resulting from Jordanian 

occupation. 

The following is the beginning of a series of articles on the history of the 

Western Wall, and is the third in commemorating the observance of the 

tenth anniversary of the unification of Jerusalem. 

Throughout the ages, from the destruction of Jerusalem and the Holy Temple 

to the War of Liberation, the Kotel HaMaaravi-the Western Wall-served as a 

sort of minor sanctuary for the Jewish people. It awakened in the heart of every 

Jew feelings of dignity and fortitude, sorrow and hope. Yet, when standing before 

that relic of our glo ry of old, we had the feeling of people standing at the door of 

their home without being permitted to cross the threshhold. 

T H E WESTERN WALL A PLACE OF PRAYER 

The Western Wall had always served as a place of prayer for the whole House 

of Israel-men, women and children, at all seasons and at all times, by day and at 

night, and sometimes through the night. It was only during the twenty years of 

Jordanian rule in the Old City of Jerusalem that Jews were not permitted to 

approach the Western Wall and pray by its side, despite the fact that such access 

was expressly stipulated in the Armistice Agreement. During the~e years no 

prayers were .recited there, but the yearnings for the Kotel HaMaaravi never 

ceased; they found true expression on the day of Jerusalem's liberation, in the joy 

that overwhelmed every Jewish heart and every Jewish home when news of the 

victory came through. This joy took the form of a mass and never-ending 

Ben Zioil Luria is tire editor of Belir Mikra, tire Hebrew publication of tire Israel Society for Biblical Research. 
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The Western Wall during the Mandate 

C}eru6alem, f9ld e?.itv 

The Western Wall today 
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pilgrimage to the Western Wall, which commenced as soon as the road to the 

Kotel was opened and continued for days, weeks and months on end. From now 

on, it will never again end. Every Jew, regardless of his outlook and opinions on 

religion and belief, whether living in Israel or the Diaspora, yearns with a ll his 

heart to set eyes on the Kotel and pray by its side. 

Nor is the form of prayer fixed and circumscribed by hard and fast rules; each 

man and woman can pour out his heart in his or her own way. Some read from 

the Book of Psalms; others recite the prayers as arranged and prescribed in the 

Siddur; others again pray inwardly in their hearts without moving their lips, their 

eyes reflecting the ardent yearnings of the generations, and the joy at the 

redemption of the last remnant of the Holy Temple. 

DIMENSIONS OF THE WALL 

The Kotel HaMaaravi is part of the Wall that in ancient times surrounded the 

whole of the Temple Mount. The area in front of the Wall where, until the War of 

Liberation, the Jews were wont to pray was only 28 metres in length and 3.8 

metres in width. This small area was situated about eight metres below the level 

of the Temple Mount. 

Rising above the flagstones which formed the paving of this narrow space were 

nine tiers of huge blocks of stone, the five lower tiers being composed of ashlars 

surrounded by a frieze, and the four upper tiers of smooth stones. The five lower 

tiers undoubtedly date back to the period of the Second Temple. The ashlars are 

1.5 metres in length and I metre in width. Two of them, at the southern and 

northern extremities of the Wall, are four to five metres in length. The nine tiers 

of large stone are surmounted by four tiers, each about half a metre in width. 

This part of the Wall, it is surmised, dates back to the times of Hadrian. Over 

these are another eleven tiers, together making up a width of four metres. This 

part of the Wall is of Arab construction. Altogether the Wall reached a height of 

18 metres from the stone floor. 

At the southern end of the Kotel area and about five metres above it is an 

entrance gate to the Temple Mount area known as the Moroccan Gate, named 

after the Moroccan Quarter, populated by North African Moslems, which was 

situated nearby. Underneath this gate and built into the Wall is a large ashlar 7.2 

metres in length and 2 metres in width, or about the width of two tiers of the 

Kotel stones. This stone formed the lintel of an entrance to the Temple Mount in 

the period of the Second Temple and served the inhabitants of the Upper City. 
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The entrance was discovered in 1843 by Dr. Berkley, and is called after him. 

In 1867, an archaeological expedition sent by the Palestine Exploration Fund 

sank four shafts under the paved area facing the Western Wall and discovered 

below the surface another ten tiers of friezed ashlars similar to the five tiers above 

ground, mentioned above. The lowest tier rests on a foundation of rock that 

separated the Temple Mount from the Upper City. 

STONES WITH HEARTS OF MEN 

After the liberation of Jerusalem, all the dilapidated houses comprising the 

Moroccan Quarter, which obstructed the approach to the Kotel HaMaaravi, 

were cleared, creating a vast open space, encompassing the whole area in front of 

the Western Wall up to the Jewish Quarter in the Old City. In September 1967, 

the Ministry of Religious Affairs prepared the whole of the square facing the 

Kotel HaMaaravi for public prayer during the "Yamim Hanoraim" (High Holy 

Days), and for that purpose uncovered another two tiers of the Kotel which had 

hitherto lain underground. The ashlars uncovered seemed not to have been 

scathed by time. One now has a clear idea of how the Wall surrounding the court 

of the Temple Mount looked thousands of years ago. 

Of the stones of the Kotel HaMaaravi, a poet writing after the Six Day War 

said: 

There are people with hearts of stone; 

There are stones with hearts of men. 

The hearts of the Jewish people in Eretz Israel and in the Diaspora were 

directed toward these stones throughout the ages. 

PILGRIMAGES TO THE TEMPLE MOUNT 

After the destruction of the Temple the Roman authorities decided to dislodge 

the Jews from Jerusalem and its immediate environment, so as to prevent their 

rallying again and instituting a second revolt. In order to guard the road to 

Jerusalem they built a fortre ss on the summit of a high mountain overlooking the 

highway-the mountain now known as the Castel, which takes its name from the 

fortress that was built there, and on which the vi llage of Maoz Zion now stands. 

Facing Motza, they established a colony of discharged Roman soldiers. (This is 

the abandoned Arab village which preserved its Roman name, Colonia, down to 

the War of Liberation, and on the site of which now stands the settlement 

Mevaseret Yerushalayim.) From there to the Gates of the City they established 
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several patrol posts to keep a lookout for any Jews making their way to 

Jerusalem. The patrol was strict and efficient. It should be mentioned, however, 

that the pilgrimage of individual Jews was not forbidden , nor were individuals 

prevented from living among the ruins of Jerusalem, for we know of various 

Sages of Israel who were in the habit of making a pilgrimage to Jerusalem and 

visiting the area of the Temple Mount and the ruins of the Temple. The situation, 

however, greatly deteriorated after the Bar Kochba revolt. Th~ patrolling of the 

highways leading to Jerusalem became much stricter and for several generations 

Jewish entry into Jerusalem was strictly forbidden. From the ramified Talmudic 

literature we have not been able to glean even a single piece of evidence pointing 

to any permanent Jewish settlement in the Holy City in the period from the Bar 

Kochba revolt until after the completion of the Talmud. 

A traveller from Bordeaux who visited Jerusalem in the year 333 writes that 

the Jews come to the Temple Mount once a year (on the 9th of Ab) and mourn 

and weep beside a stone (Even HaShetiya, the Rock of Foundation) which 

remained from the Holy Temple, and which they anoint with o il. 

YEARNING FOR Z ION 

But during this period, when pilgrimage to Jerusalem was forbidden by decree 

of the Roman authorities and subsequently by the Byzantine rulers, the yearning 

for Zion never died in the Jewish people, and since pilgrimage to Jerusalem 

proper was not possible, certain substitutes were established. The Jews of the 

East (from Babylon and Persia) would come and pray in the Territory of Ma'azia 

(= Tiberias, so named on account of the priestly division of Ma'azia which had 

settled at Tiberi as after the destruction of Jerusalem), while those in the West (the 

Jews of Egypt and the countries of North Africa) were in the habit of coming to 

the country of Gaza, and those living in the south (the Jewish settlements in the 

Arabian Desert) used to come to the country of Zoar, near the Dead Sea. 

Great hopes were aroused in the Jews of Eretz Israel in the year 362, when the 

Emperor Julian gave permission for the rebuilding of the Temple. However, the 

intrigues of the Christian priesthood thwarted the efforts of those who 

endeavoured to bring the plan to frui tion, and the Emperor's death in the war in 

Persia finally extinguished these hopes. To add to their distress, the Byzantine

Christian authorities issued a decree forbidding Jewish entry into the Temple 

Mount on pain of death. Moreover, in contempt of Jewish aspirations and 

feelings, the Christians turned the site of the Holy Temple into a dung heap where 
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all 'the refuse and filth of the city was collected. 

And so, the Jews sought consolation in legend. 

OATH TAKEN BY T HE HOL Y ONE 

When the Tem ple was in existence, the entrance to the Shrine was to the East 

and the Holy of Holies to the West, that is to say, the Shechinah was in the West. 

It is on this basis that the legend was evolved about the oath taken by the Holy 

One. Blessed be He, as we read in the following Agadah: 

" It is written (Canticles 2:9): 'Behold, he standeth behind our wall.' The Sages 

commented : 'This means behind the Western Wall of the Holy Temple. And why 

so? Because the Holy One, Blessed be He. has taken a solemn oath that it sha ll 

never be destroyed.' The sorrow over the des truction of the T emple was so great 

that the Sages came to im agine that even the Holy One, Blessed by He, shared 

their grief with them, and that together with them He stood weeping and 

bewailing the ruins. 

··once Rabbi Zaddok entered the Temple area and saw that it was destroyed. 

Said he : 'Father in Heaven, Thou hast destroyed Thy city and hast burned Thy 

Holy Shrine, and yet Thou sittest calm and unconcerned?' ... Immediately 

Rabbi Zaddok began to slumber and in his dream he saw the Hol y One, Blessed 

be He, standing and mourning and his ministering angels mourning with Him 

and saying: 'Woe unto Jerusalem the faithful .. 

··Again . Rabbi Nathan once entered the si te of the Holy Temple and found it 

destroyed, with only one Wall- the Western Wall, standing. Said Rabbi Nathan : 

'What are the properties of this Wall that it was not destroyed?' And someone 

answered: ' I will sho w you.· He took a ring and inserted it into a crevice in the 

Wall. and they saw the ring moving to and fro (showin g that the Wall was 

actually trem bling in awe of the Shechinah that never departs from it) ... And so 

he realized that the Holy One, Blessed be He, was prostrating Himself with grief 

and bewailing the destruction of the Temple and the exi le of His people 

Israel . . . " 

The Sages of Israel ascribed the ho liness of the Temple to the Western Wall. 

On th e verse: "And I will make your cities waste, and bring your sanctuaries 

unto desolation" (Let•. 26:3 1), they said: "Their holiness abides even in their 

destruction." 

To be continued 
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NATIONAL AND ESCHATOLOGICAL MESSIANISM 

BIBLICAL WRITERS OF THE SECOND COMMONWEALTH 

BY DAVID LOWENSTEIN 

Let me begin by defining the subject and the differences between rational and 

eschatological messianism. 

The former implies the actual realization of the reign in Zion of a descendant 

of the House of David, who will appear at the right moment, and within a 

reasonable period of time. 

T he latter does not refer to men like Zerubabel, or Sheshbezer-a human being 

who has come to implement the vision. It refers to a King in Zion who will be a 

mythical son of David and who will reign in post-history-in the "End of Days." 

ISAIAH 

It is interesting to note that Deutero-Isaiah, who paints the future of the land 

and its people in such glowing and imaginative colors, refrains from talking about 

a mortal savior. T he various attempts to identify his " Servant of God" with a 

messiah of the House of David, fail under c ritical examination. The 

commentators who see in the "Servant of God" either all Israel, or some select 

group- but not a particular person-seem nearer the mark. Wherever the Prophet 

speaks of the future of the nation he does not mention its political future but he 

speaks of the Kingdom of God. Of course he believed in a human king in the 

future, and he saw clearly the rise of Cyrus and its effect on the religious aspect 

of Judah. However, it was only the relationship between Israel , God, and his 

Land that served as the subject of his prophecy. 

HAGGAI 

Not so with Haggai. The vision of the Return was very real to him, but reality 

did not satisfy him. 

T he people had no faith in themselves, and the prophet tried to arouse that 

faith. The building of the Temple had permission of the Persian king, but because 

of lack of effort or perhaps due to a .deteriorating economy or lack of suitable 
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leaders, or perhaps direct opposition from some elements, those who returned 

had not begun to build. But just building the Temple did not satisfy Haggai. He 

looked to the rule in Israel of a descendant of King David, not in some distant 

future but almost here and now, under the rule of Zerubabel son of Shealtiel, " my 

servant." 

The prophecy in chapter 2:21-23 reads: "speak to Zerubabel, governor of 

Judah." This is the man who holds a high position under foreign rule who with a 

political change, can become King of Judah. When will that be? In verse 6 he 

says: "In a little while I will shake heaven and earth" and it is logical to say that 

in verse 22 too, he meant: "In a little while, I will overthrow the throne of 

.kingdoms and I will destroy the strength of the kingdoms of the nations." 

We know that Darius experienced rebellion and disturbances in the year 

522-3 and it was only in 519 that he had comparative peace. Even after that 

there were sporadic uprisings here and there. We are not sure when news of 

disturbances reached Israel. It is unimportant to decide which particular revolt 

Haggai had in mind when he said: "Every one by the sword of his brother." 

Political development may make it possible for Israel to become independent and 

pave the way for the kingship of Zerubabel. "And I will make thee as a signet" is 

a phrase taken from Jeremiah 22:24 where Coniah, King of Judah is called "a 

signet on the right head of God, yet I will pluck thee thence," that is, God will 

remove him. Here we have the prophecy that God will make Zerubabel a 

signet- that is make him king. This is Rational Messiani~t'\. It deals with a 

definitive person at a definite time, and is based on an intelligent appreciation of 

the political scene. 

Of course it became clear that the vision of a political upheaval favorable to 

I.srael was not to materialize, that the gloomy vision of Jeremiah, and not the 

bright hope of Haggai was to become a reality. But for our study it remains clear: 

Haggai's vision is rational and not eschatological. 

ZECHARIAH 

Haggai was fo llowed by Zechariah, whose first prophecy preceded the final 

one of Haggai. Whereas all of Haggai's prophecies were in the year 2 of Darius, 

we find some of Zechariah's prophecies in the 4th year of Darius. In Zechariah 

we find prophecies of a definite Messianic nature. Some refer to Zerubabel by 

name, and others to Zemach. Who was Zemach? When were these prophecies 

delivered? Prof. Uffenheimer in his book 'Visions of Zechariah' dates the 

prophecies of Haggai and the first one of Zechariah early, to coincide with the 

periods of rebellion, or at least to the time when the news of the rebellions 

reached Israel. We can either accept that or assume that the disturbances were 

not yet ended, and that there was reasonable hope that they would flare up again. 

Many commentators seek to identify Zemach with Zerubabel, that is Zera-el 

(seed of God) and Zemach (plant). Uffenheimer does not accept this 

identification at all, both from a chronological and a literary point of view. He 

establishes a set order for the prophecies of Zechariah, arguing logically that all 

of them could not have been said at the same time. The prophecies identifying 

Zerubabel with the Messianic personality are in Zech. 4 :6-10. I think that he 

looked on Zerubabel as a second Solomon. Just as the builder of the first Temple 

was a son of David, so too will the builder of the second Temple be his 

descendant. Uffenheimer points out the similarities between Zerubabel and the 

kings of Assyria when they participated in the building of a Temple. In the 

Babylonian Malgash Tablets we see the king himself carrying a basket of bricks 

on his head. This also seems to apply to Zerubabel in connection with the second 

Temple. 

The commentators of the Middle Ages explained the phrase "The two sons of 

Yitzhar" (Zech. 4: 14) as the two Messiahs: the priestly Messiah and Messiah, the 

son of David. However, the "vision of the horses" in chapter one presents a 

difficult problem. In verse ll we read: "all the earth sitteth still , and is at rest." 

This is immediately followed by the angel's reaction: "0 Lord of hosts. How long 

will thou not have compassion on Israel." The fact that the whole world is quiet 

is bad for Israel. The activist Messianic hope personified in Zerubabel depends on 

disturbances in Persia and not on quiet. Yet it is this prophecy that is dated early, 

i.e., year 2 of Darius' reign. It seems to me that Uffenheimer and others are right 

when they date this prophecy after the disappearance of Zerubabel. Here we find 

an expression of grief that the prophecy in Chapter 4 was not fulfilled. It is 

plausible that not all of Zechariah's prophecies were uttered at the same time, but 

what prompted the decision to place later prophecies first we have no way of 

knowing. 

As to "Zemach," if we identify him with Zerubabel, then the visions in Chapter 

6 symbolize the Kingdom of the fu ture. The text is corrupt and incomplete, and 

much of it incomprehensible. However, the reference: " Even he shall build the 

Temple of the Lord; and he shall bear the glory, and shall sit and rule upon his 
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throne" (6: 13) is undoubtedly Messianic and political and seems to fit the time 

before the assumed removal of Zerubabel. But even if we agree with Uffenheimer 

that the prophecy was later, we must see it as a vision of reality. " Zemach" may 

mean someone from Zerubabel. What the prophet is saying is: Even if Persia is 

temporarily quiet, the situation is such that it cannot last. Sooner or later uprising 

will break out again, and the situation will' be opportune for the establishment of 

a King in Judah. Though there is no a llu sion either to a definite person o r a 

particular time, the vision is not eschatological about the "end of days," but 

something real and imminent. He is real even if our ideas about him are unreal: 

the time is definite, even if our knowledge about it is indefinite. I am inclined to 

date the vision early and to identify Zemach with Zerubabel. 

MALACHI 

Malachi is the only one of the three prophets of the return who can no longer 

speak about the reign of the House of David as something imminent. We do not 

know the exact period of his prophecies, but they were obviously uttered after the 

Temple had been built. They are therefore much later than the prophecies of 

Haggai and Zechariah. They accept the reality of Persian rule, but do not make 

peace with the idea. How can a pagan government ru le over the heritage of the 

Lord? Malachi's answer is, of course, that our service of God is imperfect, and 

that the priests do not conduct Temple worship properly. Preceding a final 

redemption there must be repentan ce, the revelation followed by full recognition 

of prophecy in all its glory. It is Elijah, and not some li ving prophet, who can 

bring the people to purity and repentance. "Remember the Jaw of Moses my 

servant." Observance of the Law is a precondition for final redemption. Persia is 

strong and there seem to be no cracks in its strength. The theological explanation 

is that the people who lives in Zion has corrupted its ways. The complete 

upheaval that is needed will come on the Day of the Lord. The Sun of 

Righteousness will yet shine and in its wake will come healing for his people. 

Since neither time nor a known person is spelled out, Malachi is the only one of 

the prophets in the Second Commonwealth who is eschatological and not 
realistic. 

NEHEMIAH 

In the Book of Nehemiah we find the accusation that Nehemiah wants to rebel 

and make himself king, and Nehemiah denies it. Recently the German scholar 
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Kellerman tried to prove that Nehemiah was a descendant of King David. In his 

opinion nationalist-theocratic groups saw in Nehemiah the immediate fulfillment 

of their Messianic hopes. He built the walls of Jerusalem and established Law 

and Justice. He connects the reawakening of Messianic hopes with the 

disturbances of 448, and argues that Nehemiah was recalled after twelve years of 

service because of Persian suspicions. 

This whole theory, however, hangs on a straw. There is no basis for the 

assumption that Nehemiah was of Davidic descent. Would the authors pf Ezra, 

Nehemiah and Chronicles who quote numerous genealogical lists, have left out 

this important fact? In addition, the Persians would proba bly have refrained 

from appointing a scion of the house of David after their experience with 

Zerubabel. Nehemiah was a statesman of the first order. He wanted to achieve 

his goals as a governor. Among these goals were: a) to separate those who 

returned from other residents, b) to create Jerusalem as the capital of the nation 

and to populate it, c) to make observance of the Torah the Jaw of the land and d) 

to establish communal justice. 

To these aims he devoted himself wholeheartedly and with marked success. He 

wished to establish a national unit with some degree of self-government. This did 

not mean separation from the Persian Empire. National independence, in the 

modern sense, was not yet known in the world. Bringing the Law of Moses to the 

holy people, and protecting it from foreign influences-this was his primary aim. 

He was interested in content, and not in form. rt mattered little whether the ruler 

of Judah was titled, Judge, King, Governor, etc. as long as the religious and 

communal aims were achieved. 

CHRONICLES 

Let us consider, if only superficially, another composition of that period- The 

Book of Chronicles. To the author of that work the Kingdom of God in Israel is 

through the House of David. Is he speaking about an ideal that is no more? 

According to Y. Kaufmann there was no priestly theocracy during the Second 

Commonwealth. In Chronicles the reigns of David, Solomon , Hezekiah, and 

Josiah are depicted as ideal, or almost ideal, periods. Its author ends his history 

with the destruction of the first Temple, but he includes detailed genealogical lists 

from Josiah onwards. 

The author of Chronicles may be speaking of David and his descendants 

nostalgically, but since we do not know when the book was written, we cannot 
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point to an idea that the establishment of Kingdom of the family of David is a 

precondition for proper divine service, and that it represents the will of God for 

an ideal rule in Israel. We can reason from the detailed lists of David's 

descendants until several generations after Zerubabel that the author is saying to 

his generation: "The time will come when the Kingdom of David will be renewed. 

It is important to know who will be the candidate worthy of sitting on the throne 

of the Lord." 

SUMMARY 

To summarize: We have seen the vision of a Messiah as seen by the Biblical 

authors of the Second Commonwealth. The dominant common denominator was 

the identification of that vision with living persons and with world conditions 

suitable for assuming the reign in Israel and for breaking with the Persian 

Empire. Only Malachi's vision is eschatological while Nehemiah is ready to 

accept Messianic goals without an actual Messiah and without political 

independence. 

More than any other period, that of the Second Commonwealth is most similar 

to ours: the Cyrus declaration then and the Balfour declaration now. In both 

periods only some of the people returned from exile. In both periods there was a 

step by step aliyah, foreign rule, and non-Jewish inhabitants who hindered the 

efforts of those who returned. Thep, the fulfillment of the vision of independence 

did not materialize until the days of the Maca bees. If only in content and not in 

form, we are experiencing the materialization of Messianic aims of independent 

rule and of Jerusalem as the capital city and of good laws and communal justice 

as in the days of Nehemiah. 

Translated by Haim Abramowitz 

A REQUEST 

To Tanakh group leaders the world over : 

Tell us how you study, and what you do. We shall be happy to include your item 

in our news section. 
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THE LAWS OF THE SHABBAT 

BIBLICAL SOURCES 

BY HYMAN ROUTTENBERG 

PART Ill 

There is a difference of opinion between Rav 

and Shemuel as to how the Sabbath is to be 

honored. Rav said : by fixing it earlier. One 

honors the Shabbat by having the Sabbath meal 

at an earlier hour than usual. Shemuel, on the 

other hand, maintained that one honors the 

Shabbat by having the Sabbath meal at a later 

hour than usual, because he will then eat with 

greater zest. 

-Shabbat 11 9a 

Rav Nahman said in the name of Rav: The 

kindling of the lamp for the Sabbath is a duty. 

Rashi comments as fo llows: One honors the 

Sabbath by lighting candles, for light adds 

significance to a meal. Tosafot adds: It is 

obligatory to light the candles where the Sabbath 

meal is eaten, for one is obliged to eat the meal 

where the candles are burning. This is what 

makes for the "delight of the Sabbath." 

- Shabbat 25b 

It was taught, R. Eliezer said: A man has 

nought else to do on a Festival save either eat and 
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Dr. Routtenberg, ordained rabbi from Yeshivah University, Ph. D. degree from Boston University, ha d a 

distinguished career in the U.S. rabbinate before retir ing in Israel. He is the author of Amos of Tekoa in which 

he explored the rabbinic interpretations of the prophet. 
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drink or to sit and study. R. Joshua said: Divide 

it; devote half of it to eating and drinking and half 

of it to the Beth Hamidrash ... Rabbah said: AU 

agree in respect to the Sabbath that we require it 

to be 'for you' too. What is the reason? " And 

thou shalt call the Sabbath a delight" (Isaiah 58, 

13). In other words, one is not to devote the entire 

day to study and spiritual matters, but one is to 

devote part of the day to eating and drinking 

because the Sabbath is intended to be a "delight" 

unto you. 

-Pesa~im 68b 

It is related concerning Shammai the Elder that 

all his life he ate in honor of the Sabbath. Thus if 

he found a well-favored animal he said, "Let this 

be for the Sabbath." If afterwards he found one 

better favored, he put aside the second for the 

Sabbath and ate the first one. 

-Betza 16a 

Rav Judah said in Rav's name: He who 

delights in the Sabbath is granted his heart's 

desires, for it is said: "Delight thyself also in the 

Lord ; and He shall give thee the desires of thine 

heart" (Psalms 37, 3). Now, I do not know what 

this 'delight' refers to; but when it is said, " And 

thou shalt call the Sabbath a delight" (Isaiah 58, 

13), you must say that it refers to the delight of 

the Sabbath. Wherewith does one show his 

delight therein? Rav Judah said: With a dish of 

beets, large fish, and heads of garlic. R. }:liyya 

said: Even a trifle, if it is prepared in honor of the 

Sabbath, is delight. What is the trifle? Said R. 

Papa: A pie of fish-hash ... R. Jose said : May 
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my portion be of those who eat three meals on the 

Sabbath. 

-Shabbat I 18b 

It is told of R. Yannai that on Sabbath Eve he 

would put on his Sabbath garments and welcome 

the Sabbath with the words " Come my bride, 

come my bride." 
- Shabbat 119a 

One way of honoring the Sabbath is by not 

wearing the same clothes that one wears on 

weekdays. Thus R. Hanina said: one should have 

two upper garments, one for the weekdays and 

one for the Sabbath. R. Simlai preached this 

publicly. When the disciples heard it they wept in 

his presence and said to him: " Master, we are 

obliged to wear the same upper garment on the 

Sabbath that we wear on weekdays." 

"Nevertheless," said the master, "you should 

make some change in honor of the Sabbath." 

- Yerushalmi, Peah 8,8 

In the same vein Rav Huna said: If one has a 

change of clothes for the Sabbath, he should 

change; if he does not have a change of clothes, 

he should lower the clothes that he is wearing.* 

- Shabbat ll3a 

• He should wear them lower down to make them look 
longer. 
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NEWS FROM WJBS CHAPTERS 

GOOD ADVICE FROM THE HARTFORD JEWISH LEDGER 

Modern Jews, or shall we say modernist 
Jews, are largely unfamiliar with the ideas, 
the spirit, the literary and spiritua l values of 
our Bible. The vast majority of our people are 
not Bi)Jie readers and the great treasure, of 
which we are so proud when we talk to the 
world outside, remains a locked and un-read 
treasure in our own midst. Oh - we are 
proud to have given this most influential book 
of all books to the world and yet we, whose 
book it is and remains, have become 
strangers to it. 

The fo Uowing set of steps seems at present 
the way in which to begin. 

I. You begin by owning an accurate and 
well planned bible translation. T he " Holy 
Scriptures" published by the Jewish 
Publication of America belongs in this 
category, and every Jewish home should have 
one and use it. 

2. It would be helpful for a reader, who 
may be ambitious beyong the average, to use 
a Bible Commentary, a Bible Atlas and a 
historical survey of bible t imes in conjuction 
with the bible study. We suggest that you 
consult your rabbi for recommendation in 
this field. 

3. Most importantly, start immediately 
with a regular schedule of Bible readings. All 
synagogues, for instance, follow such a 

schedule in the case of the Five Books of 
Moses. A weekly portion of Sedrah or 
Parashah is read in every synagogue in the 
world a nd with it some major portion from 

Prophetic books, or Haftorah, in the co use of 
each year. 

4. Set a fi xed daily t ime for your Bible 
reading. Develop the habit to keep at it. 

{Follow the section of our triennial study 
guide printed at the end of this periodical.) 

5. Keep a note book and 

(a) Copy and memorize what 

appear to you to be memorable 
phrases; 

(b) Record your own ideas 
prompted by the reading; 

(c) Make a note of whatever you 
don't understand and ask one of 
the rabbis at the first 
opportunity; 

What ever you do, do it with 
determination, with eagerness and with the 

spirit of trying to become oriented or re
oriented in the greatest historical and literary 
gifi which the Jewish people have made to the 
world, and which continues to be a source of 
inspiration, of comfort and courage to 
countless mill ions everywhere. 

Join the pa rade of Jewish Bible students 

and Jewish Bible readers. Do not delay! Start 
this week! 

J ERUSALEM 

A small group of American educators who 
have settled in Jerusalem have organized an 
intimate Chug Tanach last year. They and 
their wives meet monthly in a different 
member's home to study in depth a selected 
book of the Bible. As new olim they studied 
about the very first Ali yah and completed the 

Book of Joshua last year. They began this 
year with the Book of Ezra - the second 

Aliyah and the fi rst return to Zion. 

AGRICULTURE IN THE LAND OF 
THE BIBLE 

An international convention devoted to 
agriculture and the agricultural community 
and also of the fauna and flora in the Land of 
the Bible throughout the generations took 

(Continued on page 136) 

TRIENNIAL BIBLE READING CALENDAR 

With these pages 11·e arc continuin~ tlu.' second triennial Bible reading calendar, 
beginninK 1rith the first chapter of Joshua and concluding 1rit/; the Book of 
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f( you wish to receive copies of our complete Triennial Bible Reading Calendar 
for yourself or your friends please write to : Editor, World Jewish Bible Society, 
P.O.B. 7024, Jerusalem, Israel. 
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