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With the publication of the second issue of the European Hebrew Journal, I would first like to 

express my sincere gratitude to the authors, reviewers, academic editors, members of the Editorial 

Board, and all colleagues whose work, time, and trust have made this issue possible. 

Only a little more than two months have passed since the publication of our inaugural issue on 5 

June 2026. The European Hebrew Journal is, and will remain, a biannual journal. The unusually 

short interval between the first two issues is a particular feature of our inaugural year—a period in 

which we are simultaneously establishing editorial procedures, developing an international 

academic network, building technical infrastructure, and defining the journal’s place within the 

broader scholarly community. 

The contributions in this second issue address a wide range of subjects, and precisely this diversity 

reflects one of the fundamental principles on which the journal was founded. Hebrew studies 

cannot be considered in isolation from the historical, linguistic, archaeological, literary, 

theological, and cultural worlds in which Hebrew texts and Jewish traditions emerged, developed, 

were transmitted, and continue to be interpreted. 

The contributions therefore range across Biblical Hebrew and the Hebrew Bible, the ancient Near 

East, Jewish literature and exegesis, translation and linguistic studies, cultural memory, the history 

of religions, intellectual history, and the contemporary reception of biblical and Jewish traditions. 

Their authors come from different countries, institutions, disciplines, and academic traditions. 

We do not regard this diversity as a departure from the journal’s identity, but as one of its most 

important strengths. 

Careful and Gradual Development 

Since the publication of our first issue, the European Hebrew Journal has taken several 

encouraging steps forward. 

The journal has been accepted into CEEOL, and we have also received confirmation that articles 

falling within the relevant linguistic fields will be covered by the Linguistic Bibliography. This 

includes, among other areas, scholarship in Hebrew studies, Biblical Hebrew, Semitic linguistics, 

philology, historical and comparative linguistics, textual criticism, and manuscript studies. 

For a journal whose first issue appeared only in June, these are important and encouraging 

developments. 
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Nevertheless, indexing, bibliographic visibility, and inclusion in international databases are not 

ends in themselves. Their purpose is to help serious scholarship become easier to find, read, 

evaluate, cite, question, and develop further. For a journal operating according to the Diamond 

Open Access model, this is especially important: if scholarly content is freely available to readers 

and authors are not charged publication fees, then that content should also be genuinely 

discoverable beyond the immediate circles in which it was produced. 

During the same period, we have also sought to develop forms of scholarly communication that 

go beyond the publication of articles alone. Conversations with members of our Editorial Board 

and other distinguished researchers form part of our effort to make EHJ not only a place where 

research results are published, but also a space for discussion about methods, current scholarly 

problems, and future directions of research. 

Yet perhaps the most significant step we have taken since the publication of our inaugural issue 

will not occur on the pages of the journal, but through direct scholarly encounter. 

From a Journal to a Meeting Place 

From 6 to 9 November 2026, the European Hebrew Journal, in cooperation with the Institute for 

Hebrew Language and Literature in Belgrade, will organize the international online academic 

conference New Discoveries and New Directions in Biblical, Hebrew, and Theological Studies. 

The conference, originally planned as a three-day event, has been expanded to four days because 

of the scope of the programme and the level of interest among participants. At present, the 

programme includes more than 35 speakers from universities, research institutes, archaeological 

projects, and other academic institutions from different parts of the world. 

The thematic range of the conference is deliberately broad. Presentations will address new 

archaeological discoveries connected with biblical sites, Biblical and Modern Hebrew, ancient 

inscriptions and textual transmission, the Dead Sea Scrolls and Second Temple Judaism, Jewish 

and Christian interpretive traditions, the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament, the history of the 

ancient Near East, Jewish history, theology, manuscript studies, as well as new computational, 

statistical, and AI-assisted methods in the study of Hebrew and biblical texts. 

For us, however, the significance of the conference lies not primarily in numbers. 

The fact that more than 35 scholars from different countries, institutions, disciplines, confessional 

backgrounds, and methodological traditions have agreed to present their research within a single 
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programme also says something about what we hope the European Hebrew Journal may gradually 

become. 

A scholarly journal should, of course, publish high-quality research. It must maintain rigorous peer 

review, serious academic standards, editorial independence, and transparency in the publication 

process. But a journal can also serve another purpose: it can connect researchers who might 

otherwise remain unknown to one another because of geographical, institutional, or disciplinary 

boundaries. 

A Hebraist can learn much from an archaeologist. A scholar of the Dead Sea Scrolls may see the 

same question differently in conversation with a historian of early Christianity. A specialist in 

ancient inscriptions may discover unexpected common ground with a researcher working with 

statistical or computational methods. Biblical scholars, historians, linguists, theologians, 

philologists, and scholars of Jewish studies do not need to agree with one another in order for their 

conversation to be valuable. 

On the contrary, serious disagreement is an integral part of scholarship. 

What matters is that such disagreement be grounded in evidence, conducted with academic 

integrity, and accompanied by a willingness to listen to the arguments of others. 

It is precisely this kind of space that we hope the November conference will help us build. 

The conference is also directly connected with the Diamond Open Access mission of our journal. 

Its purpose is not merely to present already completed conclusions, but also to broaden access to 

current research and to encourage the circulation of scholarly knowledge across institutional, 

disciplinary, and national boundaries. 

The Work Ahead 

It would be premature for a journal that has existed for only a few months to speak of its 

achievements in grand terms. 

The European Hebrew Journal published its first issue only in June 2026. We are still learning, 

building, correcting, and developing many aspects of the journal. Much work lies ahead. 

Yet the response of authors, reviewers, members of the Editorial Board, readers, university 

professors, researchers, and future conference participants during these first months gives us 

reason to continue that work with responsibility and optimism. 
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Our basic purpose remains simple: to provide a serious, independent, international, peer-reviewed, 

Diamond Open Access forum for scholarship in Hebrew language and literature and in all 

disciplines that naturally intersect with them. 

If, over time, the European Hebrew Journal helps a valuable article reach a reader who might 

otherwise never encounter it; if it connects researchers working on related questions in different 

parts of the world; if it gives a younger scholar a rigorous but fair opportunity to participate in 

international academic discussion; or if it contributes, however modestly, to a better understanding 

of the texts, languages, histories, and traditions we study—then the journal will be fulfilling the 

purpose for which it was founded. 

With these thoughts, I welcome our readers to Volume 1, Issue 2 of the European Hebrew Journal, 

and once again thank everyone who has contributed to its publication. 

I also hope that we will meet many of our readers, authors, reviewers, and colleagues again—this 

time not only through the written word, but through direct scholarly conversation—from 6 to 9 

November 2026. 

Željko Stanojević 

Editor-in-Chief 

European Hebrew Journal 

Institute for Hebrew Language and Literature, Belgrade, Serbia 
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Abstract 
Dolls were popular toys, especially of young girls, from ancient until modern times and it is hard to see why Jewish girls would not have 

had them or played with them. Yet, and as opposed to other types of toys, they are not mentioned in Talmudic sources and not found in 

Jewish archaeological settings. As Talmudic sources tend to mention toys with halakhic problems, it is possible that the rabbis of the 

Talmud did not see any problems with doll play and the missing archaeological setting may reflect the non-lasting material from which 

the dolls were made. It is hard to imagine, though, that the rabbis and the general population were not aware of the dual nature of dolls in 

Graeco-Roman society, as playthings and as votive objects, and the dangers implicit in their votive nature. The dual nature of dolls in 

non-Jewish society continued to exist in the Middle Ages and almost up until modern times. In Jewish sources, dolls are mentioned for 

the first time in the Middle Ages and as aspects of dolls and their ritual use were even more blatant than before, this must have been 

common knowledge in Jewish society. While Jewish society would have known of the problems which were associated with idolatry and 

the sources that deal with them indeed mention idolatry, Jewish society never considered this a serious issue. Doll play thrived and by 

modern times doll production and sales had turned into a thriving business. 
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Young Girls and Their Dolls in Jewish Society and Law 

Introduction 

Dolls were and are perhaps the most popular toys of young girls throughout the ages.1 

Playing with dolls is well-documented in source material, and dolls have been found from past to 

present in archaeological contexts from prehistoric times and afterwards and in other venues of 

material culture and they have been discussed in scholarship far more than other toys. Primitive 

dolls were made from materials like wood, bone, or natural objects and were later crafted from 

wood, paper, wax, papier-mâché, cloth, rubber and much more, with the choice of material 

dependent on cultural context and technology.2 Research has shown that the popularity of dolls 

was often the result of a combination of psychological benefits, their function as tools for social 

and emotional development, and their association with feminine roles and caregiving. Playing with 

dolls teaches children empathy and social skills, allows for emotional expression for their own 

feelings without guilt, or the projection of those feelings on to the doll even if these are fantasy. 

They provide a tool for the separation of the child’s internal world from the realities of the real 

world but also give the child an opportunity to vent on that world through the doll. In that sense, 

the dolls create a new world in which a player can duplicate their life. They provide comfort, teach 

those who play with them nurturing and responsibility, language, communication and even fine 

motor skills, dressing them and playing with their accessories, even if the doll was old and falling 

apart. Some have claimed that playing with dolls was linked to social expectations for female 

children as future wives and mothers. As such, dolls gave these girls a chance to mimic adult roles 

                                                 
1 This article continues my studies on play, games, and toys in Jewish society. Many of these studies are collected 

in Joshua Schwartz, Jews and Christians in Roman-Byzantine Palestine, History, Daily Life and Material Culture, Vol. 

II, History, Society and the Land of the Jews (Bern: Peter Lang, 2018), 337-521. See also Joshua Schwartz, 

"Encounters in the Playground: Jewish and Christian Children at Play in Roman-Byzantine Palestine, " in Sanctifying 

Texts, Transforming Rituals: Encounters in Liturgical Studies, ed.  Paul van Gest, Marcel Poorthuis and Els Rose, 

(Leiden: Brill, 2017), 349-365, Joshua Schwartz, "The Play’s the Thing: Toys in Ancient Jewish Society—Visualizing 

through the Words of the Rabbis," Images 12 (1) (2019), 7-19 ( https://brill.com/view/journals/ima/12/1/article-

p7_2.xml), Joshua Schwartz,   “God and Wisdom at Play: Jewish and Christian Interpretations of Proverbs 8:30-31,” 

Revue des études juives 184 (1-2) (2025), 157-176 and “Jews and Christians Playing at Religion from Ancient to 

Modern Times,” to appear in the Peter J. Tomson Festschrift volume.    

2 See, in general, the classic Antonia Fraser, Dolls (London: Octopus Books Limited, 1973). See also the podcast 

series, “Her Half of History: From Venus to Barbie (a history of dolls) (https://herhalfofhistory.com/2023/10/12/11-

4-from-venus-to-barbie-a-history-of-dolls/).  

https://brill.com/view/journals/ima/12/1/article-p7_2.xml
https://brill.com/view/journals/ima/12/1/article-p7_2.xml
https://herhalfofhistory.com/2023/10/12/11-4-from-venus-to-barbie-a-history-of-dolls/
https://herhalfofhistory.com/2023/10/12/11-4-from-venus-to-barbie-a-history-of-dolls/
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in learning how to dress, groom, manage a household and raise children. 3 Most dolls until modern 

times were rather basic, makeshift or even primitive. These types of dolls could be beneficial, 

allowing the child to express creativity by completing the doll image. They were models for the 

adult world, yet unlike the adult world, playing with them rarely had rules and engendered free 

and unencumbered play. Completing the doll image allowed young girls to express their views on 

fashion, social values and class status, modeling various cultural phenomena. They can also be 

works of art at home, in religion and the theatre. 4  

Unfortunately, at least for young Jewish girls, and despite all the possible benefits of doll 

play just listed, they could also become problematic in terms of Jewish law or halakhah, as dolls 

throughout time also had a possible votive or cultic nature, as I shall shortly show. Was this enough 

to stymie their acceptance in Judaism or could this be ignored? Was there perhaps accommodation 

that might be available vis-à-vis potential problems? I shall first describe the nature of dolls in the 

non-Jewish world and then show how this impacted upon Jewish life. It should be remembered, 

though, that in terms of both Jewish life and law, this play, as all play, was not center stage in 

Jewish history and that the source material at times can be sketchy. It should also be remembered 

that halakhah is not monolithic and different types of Jewish law exist and sometimes the source 

material can be of different types, but most of the halakhic material appears in the standard or 

normative works of rabbinic halakhah or works derived from these. The basic question is to what 

extent were young Jewish girls and most likely their parents willing to look the other way when 

their daughters played with dolls and either ignore or find solutions to halakhic problems?  

The Idolatrous Doll  

                                                 
3 See the literature cited in Mary Harlow, “Toys, Dolls, and the Material Culture of Childhood,” in The Oxford 

Handbook of Childhood and Education in the Classical World, ed. Judith Evans Grubbs and Tim Parkin (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2013), 329-330.   

4 See in detail Mattia Thibault, “Lotman and Play: For a Theory of Playfulness Based on the Semiotics of Culture,” 

Sign System Studies 44, no.3 (December 2016), 295-325, and esp. 303-305. The general literature on dolls from a 

variety of perspectives is voluminous. See, e.g., Miriam Forman-Brunell, “Interrogating the Meanings of Dolls,” 

Girlhood Studies 5, no. 1 (2012): 3-13, https://doi.org/10.3167/GHS.2012.050102; Miriam Forman-Brunell and 

Jennifer Sawn Whitney, eds., Doll Studies: The Many Meanings of Girls’ Toys and Play (New York: Peter Lang, 

2015) and Miriam Forman-Brunell, ed., Deconstructing Dolls: Girlhood and Meanings of Play (Oxford/New York: 

Berghan Books, 2021). See also Anna Chernaya, “Girls’ Play with Dolls and Doll-Houses in Various Cultures,” in 

Leon T. B. Jackson, et. al., eds., Toward Sustainable Development Through Nurturing Diversity: Proceedings from 

the 21st International Congress of the International Association for Cross-Cultural Psychology, 2014, 

https://doi.org/10.4087/HDVO9045.    

https://doi.org/10.3167/GHS.2012.050102
https://doi.org/10.4087/HDVO9045
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While dolls existed in the ancient Near East and in biblical Israel, I shall begin my 

discussion with dolls from the Graeco-Roman world as these dolls, and those that followed, would 

influence developments in Jewish society and not the earlier dolls, even though these early dolls 

often had the same dual functions of play and cult or religion, as the later ones did.5 Dolls are 

among the oldest artefacts of Graeco-Roman play culture and have been discovered in numerous 

ancient archaeological contexts which often show that they also served utilitarian purposes in 

rituals, rites, and celebrations. It is hard to differentiate between a toy and votive object and hard 

to know whether a doll may have been a ritual object, toy or both and if one aspect followed and 

in what order. Sometimes the non-utilitarian toy role came before the utilitarian votive role and 

sometimes there was a duality of function with the utilitarian-ritualist existing alongside the non-

utilitarian. Even if some of the votive, ritual or worship aspects dissipated, they probably remained 

somewhere in the religious and cultural background of the player. This being the case, the innocent 

play with a doll might indeed have been innocent but was still steeped in possible ritualistic origins. 

Some have even claimed that a doll for a young girl was the equivalent of an icon for an adult.  

Thus, dolls in the Graeco-Roman world could be toys and could be cultic objects and could 

be both separately or together and the play of the young girl with dolls, as with other toys, might 

have even acted out rituals.6 The sacred and ritualistic purposes of the doll were part of a 

teleological transition process from young girl to woman and toy dolls were offered to Demeter 

when that physical transition took place. The girl gave up her dolls, most cherished childhood 

possessions.   In the Roman world the young girl was expected to dedicate her dolls to Artemis or 

to Aphrodite/Venus, reflecting a willingness to part with something cherished and offer it to the 

goddess as she approached a new chapter in life.7 Dolls found in a child’s grave in the Graeco-

Roman world represented what the girls could have and should have become. The parents had 

                                                 
5 On dolls in the ancient Near East and in ancient Israel see Kristine Henriksen Garroway, Growing Up in Ancient 

Israel: Children in Material Culture and Biblical Texts (Atlanta; SBL Press; Archaeology and Biblical Studies 23, 

2018), 210-211 and Rona S. Avissar Lewis, Children in Antiquity: Archaeological Perspectives on Children and 

Childhood in the Land of Israel (Rishon LeZion: University of Haifa Press-Miskal-Yedioth Ahronoth Books and 

Chemed Books, 2019), 126-129, 132, 146-149 (Hebrew).  
6 See Schwartz, Jews and Christians, Vol. II, 375-394 (= Joshua Schwartz, “Ishmael at Play; On Exegesis and 

Jewish Society,” Hebrew Union College Annual, 66 [1995], 203-221). The rabbis describe Ishamel playing at 

sacrifice, offering up locusts on a “toy” altar. The rabbis were horrified by this type of play. 
7 Kate McK Elderkin ,“Jointed Dolls in Antiquity” American Journal of Archaeology 34 no. 4 (1930), 455-479. The 

Roman poet Persius (42-62 CE) mocks this custom, saying that the dolls are useless to Venus (Saturae 2:68-70).  
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given up their most cherished possession instead of the young girl giving up her doll. 

Ritualistically, the doll remained with the young girl forever.8 

One of the most striking aspects of children’s dolls, in Graeco-Roman world, was that they 

did not subscribe to anatomical modesty. Many dolls from these times were explicitly female 

anatomically gendered, with ornate hairstyles, molded breasts and genitalia. They were often 

highly adorned, with accessories made by the girl herself or bought, and the dolls often resembled 

upper class or even imperial figures, especially in hairstyles and many were developed enough to 

allow for movement of limbs. The dolls were meant to pass on to Greek or Roman girls Graeco-

Roman ideas of femininity and socialization, especially of the upper classes of these societies, and 

some might even have been fertility charms or protection, in addition to being toys.9 The Graeco-

Roman period sources do not express any problems with the lack of modesty or with nudity of the 

dolls whether as toys or as cultic or votive objects.  

  Most dolls of the Graeco-Roman period were made of cloth or wood. There were, 

however, also terracotta dolls, some jointed and some not.10 The duality of interpretation exists in 

these types, including the jointed ones. While the jointed limbs make it appropriate for a toy, the 

major archaeological context of graves or temples, make them appropriate votive or ritual items. 

Dolls found in a household context, however, could also possess a duality of function, as toys and 

as votive items.11  

                                                 
8 Maria Sommer and Dion Sommer, “Archaeology and Developmental Psychology: A Brief Survey of Ancient 

Athenian Toys,” American Journal of Play 9 no. 3 (2017), 341-355. See also Hautala, “Ancient Romans”.   

9 Fanny Dolansky, “Playing with Gender: Girls, Dolls, and Adult Ideals in the Roman World,” Classical Antiquity, 

31 no. 2 (2012), 256-292. See also Genevieve Warwick, “Playing with Dolls- Art Effigy, Agency,” in Art History 

Now: Objects, Concepts, Approaches, ed., Geraldine Johnson, (London: Routledge 2026), 417-433 and Mary 

Harlow, “Toys, Dolls, and the Material Culture of Childhood,” in The Oxford Handbook of Childhood and 

Education in the Classical World, ed., Judith Evans Grubbs and Tim Parkin, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2013), 322-340 and esp. 329-337. From time to time there were trends to try and avoid nudity in dolls, whether by 

adding britches in some Christian dolls, which would prevent looking under dresses or having them already clothed. 

This though prevented the personal touch as well as the making of or buying doll clothes or accessories. See 

Svetlana Hautala, “Why Did the Ancient Romans Put Toys in their Children’s Graves? Interpretations from the Era 

of Antiquarianism to 20th Century Anthropology,” in Agents and Objects, Children in Pre-Modern Europe, ed.  

Katariina Mustakallio and Jussi Hanska, Acta Instituti Romani Finlandiae 42, (2015), 179-199. 
10 See Elderkin, “Jointed Dolls,” and Frauke Gutschke, “Greek Terracotta Dolls: Between the Domestic and 

Religious Sphere,” in Hellenistic and Roman Terracottas, ed. Giorgos Papantoniou, Demetrios Michaelides and 

Maria Dikomitou-Eliadou (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 215-222.  
11 See also Lizz Hayes, “Moulding the Maiden in Ancient Greece,” 

(https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/classics/warwickclassicsnetwork/publicengagement/studentengagement/storiesofobje

cts/blog/maiden/), and E-J Graham, “Wax Infant Votives in Cyprus: Ancient and Modern Parallels,” The Votives 

https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/classics/warwickclassicsnetwork/publicengagement/studentengagement/storiesofobjects/blog/maiden/
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/classics/warwickclassicsnetwork/publicengagement/studentengagement/storiesofobjects/blog/maiden/
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Christianity did not prevent young girls from playing with dolls. The only real change was 

the gradual dressing of the doll, reflecting a Christian desire or demand to cover up the explicitly 

nude elements of the earlier dolls. The ritualistic, votive and worship aspects of doll play did not 

disappear from Christian doll play and continued during Byzantine times and afterwards. Doll play 

among young girls in Christian society continued to maintain associations with religious ritual and 

magic, sometimes in the background and sometimes not.12 The Christian doll was not that different 

from the pagan one. The doll assumed agency in the hands of the girls at play. It remained a 

projected, idealized portrait of the girl who owned her as before, a type of idol. Like the Roman 

doll, the Christian doll prepared the young girl for marriage, and if she died before and was 

removed from circulation, as it were, so was the doll and buried with her and could then accompany 

her on the journey to the last abode, some even believing that it served as ticket of sorts to paradise, 

a message translated into an acceptable Christian form and spiritual message.13  

Medieval girls also played with dolls made or manufactured from cloth, wood, clay, wax, 

or even metal which might be home-made or even manufactured. They could be in the shape of 

babies or adults. These dolls would have probably had clothes of some type, the nature and quality 

reflecting the status of the girl’s family.14 Ritual elements in the medieval Christian doll and the 

Renaissance included Christ Doll processions and Baby Jesus manger and nativity scenes This was 

clearly not a play doll and not a doll of a little girl. The use of these dolls bordered on idolatry. 

Still and young girls might have also had figures of the infant Jesus or of saints in doll form as 

both religious objects and toys. It is not surprising that during the Protestant Reformation and 

afterwards, some of these Christian dolls were used as playthings explicitly to deprecate them.15 

As we shall see, doll paly to deprecate them would become an important aspect of Jewish doll 

play.  

                                                 
Project: Offerings to the Gods from Antiquity to the Present, September 13, 2018 

(https://thevotivesproject.org/2018/09/13/wax-).   
12 See in general Brigitte Pitarakis, (2021). “Toys, Childhood, and Material Culture in Byzantium,” in Ludics, 

ed. Vassiliki Rapti and Eric Gordon (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 251-255 on dolls, 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-7435-1_12.  

13 Hautala, “Ancient Romans”. 
14 “Medieval Dolls: Aelflaed of the Weald (India Ollerenshaw), 2002 (https:// 
wotnot.squanderlings.com/doco/dolls.html).  
15 See Joe Moshenska, “Dolls and Idols in the English Reformation,” in Memory and the English Reformation, eds. 

Alexandra Walsham, Bronwyn Wallace, Ceri Law and Brian Cummings (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2020), 153-167.  

https://thevotivesproject.org/2018/09/13/wax-
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-7435-1_12
https://wotnot.squanderlings.com/doco/dolls.html
https://wotnot.squanderlings.com/doco/dolls.html
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Medieval and Renaissance Christian girls of course did not dedicate their dolls when they 

grew up and married, kept them as adults as an effigy of sorts which could be passed down to 

daughter or granddaughter which could then take on aspects of religious and ancestral worship.16   

    As time went on, the play aspect of the doll became dominant, although it was hard to 

differentiate this from other secondary aspects such as fashion dolls, portrait dolls, mascot dolls 

and novelty figure dolls; the line between sacred image and toy was often blurred.17  Dolls 

continued to have votive aspects, especially funerary votive aspects. Children in the Christian 

world continued to die young, and dolls continued to play roles in the process of mourning for 

short and long periods in tandem with or separate from play and this lasted all the way almost to 

modern times.  This sometimes bordered on the idolatrous.  I cite one example from the 19th 

century which still exists today.  During Victorian times in England life-sized effigies were at 

times prepared, wigged with the deceased child’s hair and clothes. These are called “mourning 

dolls” and still exist today known as “reborn dolls”.18 The devotion to these dolls bordered on 

worship. Those playing with dolls in any form were not always consciously aware of the votive or 

cultic aspects. This underlying current, though, will prove of great importance in understanding 

the Jewish attitude.  

 While I will expand somewhat upon the views of Islam in my discussion of the “Barbie” 

doll in Jewish society, and the Islamic reaction to that, I should like to briefly mention here the 

general position of Islam on dolls. Doll play was also common among your girls in Islamic society. 

Gender and modesty issues relating to dolls were of more concern in this society than in the others 

just mentioned, but if there was anything upsetting at times, it was the pagan underlying roots of 

the doll and its rituals. This, however, did not prevent playing with dolls. As we shall see, this 

would change and Islam would have increasing difficulties with modesty problems of the doll.19 

                                                 
16 Warwick, “Playing with Dolls.” See also Dolls, Puppets, Sculptures and Living Images: From the Middle Ages to 

the End of the 18th Century, ed. Kamil Kopania (Bialystok: The Aleksander Zelwerowicz National Academy of 

Dramatic Art in Warsaw, 2017).  
17 Fraser, Dolls.  
18 On these types of dolls see https://heritagemuseumoc.org/from-manicured-to-macabre-a-brief-history-of-dolls/. 
19 See Sabina Abdullayev, “Islamic Doll: To Grow Up in Good Hands,” 

(https://www.regthink.org/%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-

%D7%90%D7%A1%D7%9C%D7%90%D7%9E%D7%99%D7%AA-

%D7%9C%D7%92%D7%93%D7%95%D7%9C-%D7%91%D7%99%D7%93%D7%99%D7%99%D7%9D-

%D7%98%D7%95%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA/) (Hebrew). 

https://heritagemuseumoc.org/from-manicured-to-macabre-a-brief-history-of-dolls/
https://www.regthink.org/%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%90%D7%A1%D7%9C%D7%90%D7%9E%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%9C%D7%92%D7%93%D7%95%D7%9C-%D7%91%D7%99%D7%93%D7%99%D7%99%D7%9D-%D7%98%D7%95%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA/
https://www.regthink.org/%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%90%D7%A1%D7%9C%D7%90%D7%9E%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%9C%D7%92%D7%93%D7%95%D7%9C-%D7%91%D7%99%D7%93%D7%99%D7%99%D7%9D-%D7%98%D7%95%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA/
https://www.regthink.org/%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%90%D7%A1%D7%9C%D7%90%D7%9E%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%9C%D7%92%D7%93%D7%95%D7%9C-%D7%91%D7%99%D7%93%D7%99%D7%99%D7%9D-%D7%98%D7%95%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA/
https://www.regthink.org/%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%90%D7%A1%D7%9C%D7%90%D7%9E%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%9C%D7%92%D7%93%D7%95%D7%9C-%D7%91%D7%99%D7%93%D7%99%D7%99%D7%9D-%D7%98%D7%95%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA/
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Jewish Dolls and Potential Idolatry  

As mentioned above, dolls were among the most popular toys of young girls throughout 

the ages from ancient to modern times. One might expect that this would also be the case in Jewish 

society. Why would Jewish girls be different and not play with dolls? Talmudic literature, 

however, mentions numerous types of toys and games and children playing with them or engaging 

in them, 20 but nothing in relation to dolls whether of young girls or anyone else. Moreover, no 

dolls have been discovered in Jewish grave sites. Would this suggest that Jewish girls were 

different? As far the Talmudic sources are concerned, the lack of mention probably reflects the 

fact that not everything could and would be mentioned in Talmudic literature, especially when it 

came to toys and games, and these are usually mentioned only when there is a serious problem 

and the rabbis after all may not have been all that up-to-date on doll developments and may not 

have seen any problems.21 Their absence from grave sites may simply indicate that most of the 

Jewish dolls were of cloth or other materials that would not last. I am going to assume, though, 

that since dolls were very popular in the ancient world, it is likely that Jewish girls were no 

exception and had them and played with them but were probably not buried with them, although 

this is not impossible.22  

                                                 
20 See the articles cited in n.1. In other instances of what they perceived as problematical toys or games they did 

voice serious concern. The rabbis had no problem with ball play, an extremely popular pastime in the Graeco-

Roman world, but when Jewish children and adolescents adopted such games during times of war against Rome or 

persecution by the Romans, they did object and then forbade such play. See Joshua Schwartz, Jews and Christians 

in Roman-Byzantine Palestine: History, Daily Life and Material Culture, Volume II, History, Society and the Land 

of the Jews (Bern, Peter Lang, 2018), 423-453 (= Joshua Schwartz, “Ball Playing in Ancient Jewish Society: The 

Hellenistic, Roman and Byzantine Periods,” Ludica, annali di sotria e Civilta del gioco, 3 [1997]: 139-161). See 

also See the detailed discussion in Anna Chernaya, “Girls’ Play with Dolls and Doll-Houses in Various Cultures,” in 

Toward Sustainable Development through Nurturing Diversity: Proceedings from the 21st International Congress of 

the International Association for Cross-Cultural Psychology, ed. Leon T. B. Jackson et al. ed., (2014), 

https://doi.org/10.4087/HDVO9045  and Hautala, “Ancient Romans.” 
21 See “Jews and Christians Playing at Religion from Ancient to Modern Times” (n. 1 above). One would 

assume that a nude doll might have aroused some halakhic opposition or discussion in the Talmud, which, as 

just stated, was silent about dolls. See also “The Play’s the Thing: Toys in Ancient Jewish Society,” (n. 1 above). 

I suggested there that it was exactly gender and modesty issues which might have upset the rabbis. If these issues 

upset them, they do not state so. This would be a good time to retract what I wrote about dolls there. I shall elaborate 

further later in this study.  
22 I have been able to find no society that bans doll play. There are societies though that allow or produce dolls 

without facial features or with blurred ones such as some modern Mennonite and Amish dolls. See, e.g., “Camping, 

dolls a perfect pair,” TimesReporter, June 26, 2015 

(https://www.timesreporter.com/story/lifestyle/2015/06/26/camping-dolls-perfect-pair/34070379007/ ) and Jean-
Pierre Rossie, Saharan and North African Toy and Play Cultures. Children's dolls and doll play, 2005 

https://doi.org/10.4087/HDVO9045
https://www.timesreporter.com/story/lifestyle/2015/06/26/camping-dolls-perfect-pair/34070379007/
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Over the course of time, however, there developed problems in Jewish society and law 

regarding dolls. As most of the Jewish sources date from the early modern period and afterwards 

into contemporary times, I shall limit my discussion of the halakhic issues to a summary of relevant 

issues as they developed.  

The basis for the problems that would develop was the second of the Ten Commandments, 

which was interpreted as forbidding idolatry (Exodus 20:3-5; Deuteronomy 5: 7-9; cf. also 

Deuteronomy 4:15-19). While the connection between idolatry and dolls might be clear here, we 

saw above that this was a prominent motif in general regarding dolls as votive or cultic objects or 

toys.  

Subsequent sources began to redefine and sometimes limit idolatry and mold it in various 

forms which would eventually lead to dolls, at first limiting idolatry in relation to the depiction of 

forms, human or animal, to problematical ornamental images on the vessels or implements of a 

non-Jew when found by a Jew.23 The next step permitted the use of signet rings with human faces 

on them, if the image on the ring was not recessed.24  The Babylonian Talmud defined idolatrous 

images as a representation of something connected to the biblical Tabernacle or Temple, never a 

real concern in Jewish law, or to the “four (animal) faces” of Ezekiel 1:10.25 Thus, depictions of 

heavenly beings were not permitted. This would hardly be a source of concern as there would 

(almost) never be such dolls.26 The Babylonian Talmud also opened the door to permitted general 

depictions of animals and thus, opening the door for play with an animal doll, but, as we shall see, 

animal dolls were not the most popular doll for girls throughout the ages as “human” forms were 

                                                 
(https://www.academia.edu/6485515/Saharan_and_North_African_Toy_and_Play_Cultures_Childrens_dolls_and_d
oll_play). These restrictions are usually related to gender issues and not idolatry.   

23 Mishnah Avodah Zarah 5:3. See Nehorai Meizal, “The Prohibition against the Making of Forms,” Tehumin, 29 

(2008): 173-185 (Hebrew) and Moshe Cohen, “Dolls for Play and Pictures of Landscapes which Have Depictions of 

Heavenly Bodies,” Tehumin, 33 (2012), 464-472 (Hebrew).  
24 Tosefta Avodah Zarah 5:3. See Maimonides, Mishneh Torah Hilchot Avodah Zarah 3:10-11 for a lenient view. 

Not everyone agreed with Maimonides. Shulhan Aruch Yoreh Deah 141:4 agreed with Maimonides, and this too 

met with some opposition. See Meizal, “Prohibition,” 174.  
25 Avodah Zarah 43a-b (=Rosh ha-Shannah 24b) 
26 The one exception I could find was the trio of Kabbalah dolls based on the depiction of three angels on an amulet 

which “make the perfect gift for those who like a little history, mystery and fun in their designer toys”. They are part 

of the Biblical Beasties toy series developed by Ken Goldman in 2006 and were meant, figuratively speaking, to 

bring protective angels into the homes of newborn babies, https://kengoldmanart.com/albums/kabbalah-dolls/. They 

were sold exclusively at F.A.O. Schwartz and, perhaps unsurprisingly, do not seem to have been a hit. They have 

nothing to do with children’s play and will not be examined further.  

https://www.academia.edu/6485515/Saharan_and_North_African_Toy_and_Play_Cultures_Childrens_dolls_and_doll_play
https://www.academia.edu/6485515/Saharan_and_North_African_Toy_and_Play_Cultures_Childrens_dolls_and_doll_play
https://kengoldmanart.com/albums/kabbalah-dolls/
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preferred, and that is what I shall discuss.27 The medieval tosafists came to a decision that would 

be both beneficial and problematic for Jewish doll play, restricting the prohibition against 

depicting human forms to the depiction of the human form if it was complete, if the entire human 

form was shown in a clear manner and the body parts of the form were normative. If a limb or 

body part was not depicted or was not clear or was somewhat distorted or disfigured, then it was 

not a real depiction of the human form.28    

The first clear halakhic rabbinic reference to doll play is found in the responsa of Rabbi 

Joseph di Trani (Greece, 1568-1639). It is clear that he was responding to previous views on doll 

play showing that such play existed in Jewish society and was forbidden according to some.  In 

his view, no one really considered dolls to be human figures worthy of worship. Playing with doll 

figures should be considered a temporary act and not a worshipful act and thus playing with a doll 

was not worship. He was clearly though responding to those halakhic views which did consider 

this play to be halakhically worship and thus forbidden, although these views were not spelled out. 

He also added that the play was not always respectful. All of this shows that by his time, although 

we cannot know exactly when, dolls and doll play had been connected to idolatry and his responsa 

sought to sever this connection to it.29 His responsa though did not give total carte blanche to 

playing with dolls. He had allowed playing but did not allow doll production. From this point on, 

and despite the lenient view of di Trani, the fear of idolatry was always in the background, at least 

in the normative halakhic discussion in Jewish society. It is important to remember that whatever 

                                                 
27 Thus, I do not include in the discussion the Labubu doll, the zoomorphic elves and Labubu the monster doll with 

sharp teeth. See Julia Kim, “ ‘Labubu’ Is a Plush Toy that is Causing a Frenzy. Here’s its Story,” NPR, June 18 

2025, https://www.npr.org/2025/06/18/g-s1-72939/what-is-labubu-pop-mart-explained. There has been one attempt, 

as far as I know, to market a LabuJew Collection, “where Jewish pride meets collectible cuteness”, but this is not 

significant for the discussion here,  https://www.instagram.com/p/DMsrPAUxhIQ/.  I remain within the framework 

of standard, “normative” dolls. Thus, I also refrain from discussing the “Magical World of the Cabbage Patch Kids”. 

In any case, these were originally “The Little People”. The inventor Xavier Roberts refrained from calling them 

dolls and insisted that they be referred to as “babies” and had to be “adopted”. The “cabbage patch baby” image was 

that of babies found in a cabbage patch, https://cabbagepatchkids.com/?srsltid=AfmBOorG3TFzTggD5-

awPuKOrmHBKQfuO6mXGxrA-QwmwM-UyhIycY7w. 
28 See, e.g., Mishnah Avodah Zarah 4:5, “How does one annul it? If one cut off the top of its ear, the tip of its nose, 

the tip of its finger, or defaced it even without reducing it, one has annulled it.” See also the long discussion in the 

Tosafot on Cherubim in Babylonian Talmud Yoma 54 a-b. The comments of the tosafist related at first to the 

depiction of human images in illuminated manuscripts and similar works. Rabbi Asher ben Yehiel [Rosh] (1250 

[1259]- 1327) in his commentary on Babylonian Talmud Avodah Zarah 83:65 expanding upon the issue of 

completeness stated that a head without a body was not complete and therefore permitted. Not everyone accepted 

lenient views, but they were accepted in Shulhan Arukh Yoreh Deah 141:7, although there was some opposition also 

to this. See Cohen, “Dolls for Play”, 467; Meizal, Prohibition, 175-177. 
29 The Responsa of Joseph di Trani, Part 2, Yoreh Deah 35. See in detail on this Cohen,” Dolls for Play,” 468 and 

Meizal, “Prohibition,” 183.  

https://www.npr.org/2025/06/18/g-s1-72939/what-is-labubu-pop-mart-explained
https://www.instagram.com/p/DMsrPAUxhIQ/
https://cabbagepatchkids.com/?srsltid=AfmBOorG3TFzTggD5-awPuKOrmHBKQfuO6mXGxrA-QwmwM-UyhIycY7w
https://cabbagepatchkids.com/?srsltid=AfmBOorG3TFzTggD5-awPuKOrmHBKQfuO6mXGxrA-QwmwM-UyhIycY7w


European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 2 (2026) 

 

19 

it was that bothered halakhic authorities about doll play, it related only to idolatry and not to issues 

of modesty or propriety.  

The Modern Halakhic Doll    

Di Trani’s view on dolls and idolatry was the springboard for most of the further discussion 

on dolls, whether it was explicitly mentioned or not.30 As playing with dolls, despite the association 

with idolatry, as well as with toys and games in general, were not considered halakhic issues of 

great significance, the discussion often did not take place in standard halakhic works. This, 

however, did not limit the scope and extent of the discussion since as play with dolls became more 

popular, the halakhic discussions often took place on internet platforms reaching far greater 

audiences than those of standard literary halakhic works. However, that the queries took place in 

these fora also says something as to the level (and age) of the questioners. Thus, my discussion of 

the modern period will, for the most part, revolve around internet responsa which vary in terms of 

the halakhic detail provided, reflecting the audience somewhat and the policies of the popular 

religious fora in which the questions and answers appeared which tend to stress brevity to fit the 

attention spans of their readers. I provide a sample of the discussions. Many, but not all, of these 

internet discussions are from Israel. Some are Orthodox or Ultra-Orthodox from the United States. 

The discussion surrounding Barbie dolls will mostly reflect the United States.    

Hidabrut is an organization devoted to popular religious outreach, especially to a less 

knowledgeable clientele, but one that often seeks to become more religiously observant.31  Its 

halakhic discourse is not too technical but would be within the framework of modern (Israeli) 

Orthodox normative halakhah. Thus, Rabbi Hillel Myers, a Modern Orthodox Ashkenazi rabbi 

was asked whether it was permissible to have a doll at home in terms of the Second Commandment. 

The questioner is aware of this problem of the Second Commandment and focuses the question on 

this. The question does not specify who would have had the doll, who would play with it, how the 

doll got there and what kind of doll that it was.32  

                                                 
30 See the compendium of sources brought in detail by Rabbi Assaf Dehan, “Dolls and Figurines,” 

(https://ph.yhb.org.il/plus/20-15-07/) (Hebrew). 
31 https://www.hidabroot.org/.  
32 https://www.hidabroot.org/question/31519.  

https://ph.yhb.org.il/plus/20-15-07/
https://www.hidabroot.org/
https://www.hidabroot.org/question/31519
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Rabbi Myers answers briefly, referring to two sources from the published multi-volume 

responsa collection of the former Sephardi Chief Rabbi of Israel Ovadiah Yosef (tenure: 1973-

1983) who was often recognized as an accepted halakhic authority by many segments of the (Israeli 

religious) population. One cannot assume that the original questioner to Rabbi Yosef was an Ultra-

Orthodox Sephardi as he was. While Rabbi Myers makes brief reference to this, I elaborate 

somewhat. In Yabia Omer (Part 3, Yoreh Deah 5) Rabbi Yosef states that those who buy dolls for 

their young children to play with have a halakhic basis on which they might depend, but it is 

preferable to be strict and not to buy dolls for their young children if those dolls are of a complete 

human body. Rather, it is better to buy those which are only of the upper part of the body or those 

which are constructed in profile, that one sees only part of the doll’s face. As we have seen above, 

this is not a modesty issue, but an idolatry issue and the advice is to buy those dolls which are 

clearly not halakhic idols.  While Rabbi Yosef is willing to be lenient according to the letter of the 

law, he counsels halakhic (and probably educational) strictness as preferable. In Yechavaeh Da’at 

(64) published later, he permitted toy dolls even if they were of the entire human body. This was 

fortunate because today one can even buy a Rabbi Ovadiah Yosef doll.33 What explains his greater 

leniency in the later ruling? It is hard to imagine that he had learned more about dolls, but he might 

have realized that the connection to idolatry was rather flimsy. There was also an awareness of and 

acceptance of the view of Joseph Di Trani that playing with dolls was not always respectful, 

vitiating the idolatry matter.34 There was no concern with how the doll looked in terms of body, 

gender, or form. It was either an idol or not and Ovadiah Yosef said it was not.  

His successor in the Sephardi Chief Rabbinate of Israel was not as lenient. Rabbi 

Mordechai Eliyahu (tenure: 1983-1993) when asked in a radio interview stated that a child who 

had a toy doll in the house had to remove a limb or disfigure it. His son, Rabbi Shemuel Eliyahu, 

chief rabbi of Safed reiterated the prohibition and tied it directly to matters of idolatry, connecting 

                                                 
33 https://forum.moreshet-maran.com/threads/%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-

%D7%91%D7%93%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%9E%D7%A8%D7%9F-%D7%94%D7%A8%D7%91-

%D7%A2%D7%95%D7%91%D7%93%D7%99%D7%94-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%A1%D7%A3-

%D7%96%D7%A6-%D7%9C.12154/. If they are sold, someone is buying them. Playing with them? Hard to 

imagine so, but this is not impossible.  
34Rabbi  Ovadiah Yosef had six daughters (and five sons) and numerous grandchildren and great grandchildren. It is 

possible that he really did acquire more awareness as time went on. See also the view of The Chabad rabbi, Yosef 

Simchah Ginzburg, “Play Dolls” in the Chabad weekly, Sihat ha-Shavua 1677 (22/2/2019), 

https://www.chabad.org.il/Magazines/Articles.asp?CategoryID=2366, who permits the play with dolls based on the 

view of Joseph di Trani as cited in the writings of R. Ovadia Yosef cited above.  

https://forum.moreshet-maran.com/threads/%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%91%D7%93%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%9E%D7%A8%D7%9F-%D7%94%D7%A8%D7%91-%D7%A2%D7%95%D7%91%D7%93%D7%99%D7%94-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%A1%D7%A3-%D7%96%D7%A6-%D7%9C.12154/
https://forum.moreshet-maran.com/threads/%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%91%D7%93%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%9E%D7%A8%D7%9F-%D7%94%D7%A8%D7%91-%D7%A2%D7%95%D7%91%D7%93%D7%99%D7%94-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%A1%D7%A3-%D7%96%D7%A6-%D7%9C.12154/
https://forum.moreshet-maran.com/threads/%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%91%D7%93%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%9E%D7%A8%D7%9F-%D7%94%D7%A8%D7%91-%D7%A2%D7%95%D7%91%D7%93%D7%99%D7%94-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%A1%D7%A3-%D7%96%D7%A6-%D7%9C.12154/
https://forum.moreshet-maran.com/threads/%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%91%D7%93%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%9E%D7%A8%D7%9F-%D7%94%D7%A8%D7%91-%D7%A2%D7%95%D7%91%D7%93%D7%99%D7%94-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%A1%D7%A3-%D7%96%D7%A6-%D7%9C.12154/
https://www.chabad.org.il/Magazines/Articles.asp?CategoryID=2366
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the issue to small votive figurines from the Far East.35 While there were numerous other parallels 

from history, cultures and religion that might have been more relevant, Rabbi Eliyahu’s 

comparison with votive figurines showed an understanding of the background problematics of the 

doll as they impacted on halakhah.   

The disfigurement requirement set by Rabbi Mordechai Eliyahu, is found not only among 

Ultra–Orthodox Sephardi rabbis but also required by certain Ultra-Orthodox Ashkenazi rabbis. 

Thus, for instance, the modern-day Rabbi Mordechai Halevi Schwartzbord of Upper Modiin 

requires this for dolls, citing the opinion of Rabbi Nissim Kareliz (1926-2019), the head of the 

Beis Din Tzedek of Bnai Berak.36 The Ultra-Orthodox zeroed in on the idolatry problem. While it 

might have been expected that they would be stringent also on the nature of the (usually female) 

body of the doll, this does not seem to have been the case. What concerns them is idolatry, but the 

solution seemed rather simple. Parents might carefully remove a tiny piece from inside the nose of 

the doll, so that the child will not even notice. This type of disfigurement was enough to cancel the 

idolatry problem, although this minor action, possibly not even visible, would seem to defeat the 

purpose of negating any element of idolatry.37  

Dolls came in numerous forms and sizes. Rabbi Yaakov Ariel, the former chief rabbi of 

Ramat-Gan (1990-2017), was asked if it was permissible to buy a life-size doll of cartoon 

characters and he answered that this was permissible for children because they do not always play 

respectfully and this lack of respect would invalidate any idolatrous (latent) respect. This of course 

is dependent on the view of Joseph di Trani mentioned above, even if not cited. Despite this, he 

found life-size potentially problematical and suggested that play with such dolls be avoided. There 

are no sources cited, but the background is clearly idolatry and the view of Di Trani was apparently 

                                                 
35 https://www.makorrishon.co.il/nrg/online/1/ART1/065/063.html. Mordechai Eliyahu even forbade animal dolls, 

unless they too were disfigured.  
36 https://www.dirshu.co.il/%D7%94%D7%90%D7%9D-%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA%D7%A8-

%D7%9C%D7%94%D7%97%D7%96%D7%99%D7%A7-%D7%91%D7%91%D7%99%D7%AA-

%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%91%D7%93%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%A9%D7%9C-

%D7%90%D7%93%D7%9D-

%D7%91/?srsltid=AfmBOoppGOb5rXwuDLjt8yylIP0eRGoBCqLUrH26NWhaXTGBy15JzdiY.  
37 See the responsa of the Chabad rabbi Chaim Hillel Raskin, The Weekly Farbrengen, December 8, 2022, 

https://anash.org/play-dolls-in-halacha/.  

https://www.makorrishon.co.il/nrg/online/1/ART1/065/063.html
https://www.dirshu.co.il/%D7%94%D7%90%D7%9D-%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA%D7%A8-%D7%9C%D7%94%D7%97%D7%96%D7%99%D7%A7-%D7%91%D7%91%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%91%D7%93%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%A9%D7%9C-%D7%90%D7%93%D7%9D-%D7%91/?srsltid=AfmBOoppGOb5rXwuDLjt8yylIP0eRGoBCqLUrH26NWhaXTGBy15JzdiY
https://www.dirshu.co.il/%D7%94%D7%90%D7%9D-%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA%D7%A8-%D7%9C%D7%94%D7%97%D7%96%D7%99%D7%A7-%D7%91%D7%91%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%91%D7%93%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%A9%D7%9C-%D7%90%D7%93%D7%9D-%D7%91/?srsltid=AfmBOoppGOb5rXwuDLjt8yylIP0eRGoBCqLUrH26NWhaXTGBy15JzdiY
https://www.dirshu.co.il/%D7%94%D7%90%D7%9D-%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA%D7%A8-%D7%9C%D7%94%D7%97%D7%96%D7%99%D7%A7-%D7%91%D7%91%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%91%D7%93%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%A9%D7%9C-%D7%90%D7%93%D7%9D-%D7%91/?srsltid=AfmBOoppGOb5rXwuDLjt8yylIP0eRGoBCqLUrH26NWhaXTGBy15JzdiY
https://www.dirshu.co.il/%D7%94%D7%90%D7%9D-%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA%D7%A8-%D7%9C%D7%94%D7%97%D7%96%D7%99%D7%A7-%D7%91%D7%91%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%91%D7%93%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%A9%D7%9C-%D7%90%D7%93%D7%9D-%D7%91/?srsltid=AfmBOoppGOb5rXwuDLjt8yylIP0eRGoBCqLUrH26NWhaXTGBy15JzdiY
https://www.dirshu.co.il/%D7%94%D7%90%D7%9D-%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA%D7%A8-%D7%9C%D7%94%D7%97%D7%96%D7%99%D7%A7-%D7%91%D7%91%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%91%D7%93%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%A9%D7%9C-%D7%90%D7%93%D7%9D-%D7%91/?srsltid=AfmBOoppGOb5rXwuDLjt8yylIP0eRGoBCqLUrH26NWhaXTGBy15JzdiY
https://anash.org/play-dolls-in-halacha/
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not enough to solve that problem.38 As dolls go, though, the life-sized cartoon dolls were not that 

popular in any case.  

While many questions pertain to actual play, others cite other issues. Rabbi Binyamin 

Hoteh, an Ultra-Orthodox Sephardi rabbi from Upper Beitar in his internet site (in Hebrew) entitled 

(in translation), “Sixty Seconds of Halakhah”, discusses whether one is one allowed to pray in a 

room in which there are dolls, a question which obviously pertains to adults, although it might be 

assumed that the dolls belong to a child. He forbids this since it might appear that one is praying 

to the doll, although it is hard to imagine how anybody would think that today.39 The fear of 

idolatry goes far beyond the logic of reality.  

Up until now I have mostly related to doll play of young girls. Amazingly among the 

Modern Orthodox of various persuasions and Hardali (Haredi Leumi [fundamentalist nationalist]), 

one finds even young boys with dolls, arousing the occasional halakhic quandary.  Rabbi Shelomo 

Aviner (born 1943 in France, living in Bet El) was asked in an SMS responsa column about the 

play of a seven-year-old boy talking to his doll while in bed and if this was considered idolatry. 

He answered that it certainly was not and that this was permitted and beneficial play. The question, 

because of the SMS format was telegraphic in nature and provided few details about the doll. Once 

again, the halakhic concerns of the parent and rabbi were idolatry, not gender issues of the boy 

with a doll and in any case, there are no details as to what type of doll it was. Rabbi Aviner’s 

answer was six words long (in Hebrew) with no explanation.40 Rabbi Aviner was relating to a 

question in Israel. 

The halakhic discussions up until this point related to dolls in general. There were specific 

dolls which became so popular that they generated their own independent halakhic discussions and 

as mentioned above mostly relate to modern Israeli society. Babrbie brings the discussion to the 

United States with some reference to Israel.   

Barbie: Tefillin, Accessories and Burqa  

                                                 
38 https://www.yeshiva.org.il/ask/109661.  
39 https://www.babli.co.il/beit-hamidrash-halacha/sxks68.  
40 Olam Katan 988 (7 be-Adar 5785) (Hebrew). As of the writing of this article, the responsa had not been posted on 

the internet.  

https://www.yeshiva.org.il/ask/109661
https://www.babli.co.il/beit-hamidrash-halacha/sxks68
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One of the most popular dolls among young girls is of course “Barbie”. The recent Barbie 

movie even aroused some halakhic interest, at least among those halakhists who were aware of 

it.41 It is hard to relate to Barbie, though, without reference to her figure and Gil Student, writing 

in the Brooklyn-based “The Jewish Echo” in 2024 finally mentioned the issue of body and modesty 

and particularly Barbie’s unrealistic body and unnatural dimensions and their impact on the 

thinking of young girls and boys.42 This, though, of course, was in addition to the idolatry issue, 

which is still the central issue of his discussion. Student wavers between lenient and stringent 

views and suggests asking one’s own rabbi. Only at the very end of his discussion does he return 

to Barbie herself and state that even if they are permissible, they are still “not advisable”, usually 

Orthodox-speak code for (grudgingly) permitted, but only technically and should be avoided. 

Similarly (relatively) modern Orthodox Rabbi Jack Abromowitz of the Orthodox Union (OU)43 in 

his discussion of “Barbie Girl”, returns to the idolatry issue, stating that the impossible anatomical 

form of the Barbie would actually make the doll acceptable, as this would be similar to marring it 

(!), but there are those who would still insist that the Barbie had to be clearly disfigured to make it 

acceptable.44 The popularity of Barbie and Barbie-clones elicited a relatively large amount of 

halakhic interest.  Jewish educator Margalit Bracha Ingall, writing in the “Ask the Rabbi” page of 

Ohr Sameah, an Israeli yeshiva mostly for those seeking to learn more about Judaism from an 

Orthodox religious viewpoint, while mentioning the usual issues, negates all aspects of idolatry 

today and allows for the purchase and playing with Barbie and any other full-feature doll in Jewish 

homes.45 A similar issue came up in the US and was discussed in the progressive Jewish 

newspaper, The Forward, which devoted an article to a six-year-old Modern Orthodox boy who 

played with Barbie dolls. The doll was female. He was playing with Barbie, not Ken. The author 

of the article, Roz Warren, was not observant and it does not occur to her that there might have 

been idolatry problems. She was interested in the fact that the young boy, being Orthodox, made 

sure to dress his Barbies modestly and he pointed this out to the author who was his babysitter at 

                                                 
41 https://www.imdb.com/title/tt1517268/.  
42 Gil Student, “Barbie Dolls in Halachah: Are Children Allowed to Play with Life-like Dolls or Do Those Dolls 

Constitute Idols?”, The Jewish Echo, January 29, 2024, https://jewishecho.com/halacha/barbie-dolls-in-halachah/.   
43 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orthodox_Union.  
44 Jack Abramowitz, “Barbie Girl: The Prohibition against Making Human Forms,” https://outorah.org/p/6084/. I 

have not found any follow-up to the somewhat radical view that the Barbie dimensions themselves are halakhically 

disfigurement. This is quite surprising coming out of a rather conservative rabbinical body.  
45 https://ohr.edu/ask/ask058.htm.  

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt1517268/
https://jewishecho.com/halacha/barbie-dolls-in-halachah/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orthodox_Union
https://outorah.org/p/6084/
https://ohr.edu/ask/ask058.htm
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the time. No idolatry here and no problem with a boy playing with a doll, but the doll had to abide 

by Orthodox Jewish dress codes.46     

Ruth Handler, the creator of Barbie in 1959 was Jewish, and naturally there were questions 

as to how Jewish Barbie was.47 Essentially, there was nothing Jewish about her, her outfits, 

accessories, friends and boyfriends, although some aspects were modelled on Handler’s family. In 

2006, though, Jen Taylor Friedman outfitted Barbie in a tallit and tefillin and this became the 

“Tefillin Barbie”. Eventually she could also hold a volume of the Talmud and read from the Torah 

and even be dressed “Jewish”.  

The Muslim world did not need Tefillin Barbie to consider Barbie as being Jewish and as 

part of a Jewish (and Western) plot to destroy the values of Islam. In 2003 Saudi Arabia outlawed 

the sale of Barbie dolls as the “Jewish Barbie” was symbol of the decadence of the perverted 

West.48 In 2009, the “Burqa Barbie” appeared, created by the Italian designer Eliana Loreno and 

with support from Mattel, the parent company of Barbie, founded by the Jewish Handlers. Business 

was business. There were other acceptable Muslim dolls such as the Jamila doll with Jamil, the 

Muslim Ken, as it were, and the Fulla doll.49 Over the years many new Muslim dolls have 

appeared, some even disfigured or without facial characteristics.50 It has been pointed out that 

                                                 
46 Roz Warren, “A-Six-Year-Old Orthodox Boy and His Barbie Dolls,” The Forward, June 17, 2014, 

https://forward.com/news/200201/a-six-year-old-orthodox-boy-and-his-barbie-dolls/.  
47 Orly Lobel, “How Jewish is Barbie?”, The Jewish Chronicle, April 4, 2018, 

https://www.thejc.com/life/how-jewish-is-barbie-yiuv8eis. See in general now Michael Kimmel, 

Playmakers: The Jewish Entrepreneurs Who Created the Toy Industry in America (New York: Norton, 2026).  

48 See Rima Dunn and Adam George Dunn, “Bad Dolls/ Reappropriating Badness,” Journal of Middle East 

Women’s Studies, 12 no. 2, (2016): 275-283.   
49 Dunn and Dunn, “Bad Dolls”. On the Fulla doll see “Fulla Doll: Authentic Hijab and Abiya Dolls,” 

https://www.thefulla.com/. These include “authentic Arabic Hijab and Abaya Dolls” with appropriate Muslim Dress. 

See also Matthew Campbell, “Barbie hasn’t a prayer against Devout Islam Doll,” The Times, Sunday January 22 

2006, https://www.thetimes.com/travel/destinations/europe-travel/france/paris/barbie-hasnt-a-prayer-against-devout-

islam-doll-jsdv79jz67q.  
50 See Masha Zur-Glozman, “The Muslim Doll without a Face that Angers even Muslims”, Ha-Aretz, 21 December 

2014, https://www.haaretz.co.il/gallery/kids/2014-12-21/ty-article/0000017f-db2c-d856-a37f-ffecc5c60000 

(Hebrew). See also, “Muslim Dolls: The Ultimate Guide to Modest Dolls for Children (2025), 

https://muslimmarketing.io/muslim-dolls-the-ultimate-guide-to-modest-dolls-for-children-2025/. Ultimately, though, 

different Muslim countries developed different attitudes in keeping with local Islam. On Pakistan, e.g., see Javaria 

Farooqui, “From a Toy to a Tool: The Reception of Barbe and Cultural Ambiguity in Contemporary Pakistan,” 

Feminist Theory, 25 no.4 (2024): 521-534, https://doi.org/10.1177/14647001241291394.  

https://forward.com/news/200201/a-six-year-old-orthodox-boy-and-his-barbie-dolls/
https://www.thejc.com/life/how-jewish-is-barbie-yiuv8eis
https://www.thefulla.com/
https://www.thetimes.com/travel/destinations/europe-travel/france/paris/barbie-hasnt-a-prayer-against-devout-islam-doll-jsdv79jz67q
https://www.thetimes.com/travel/destinations/europe-travel/france/paris/barbie-hasnt-a-prayer-against-devout-islam-doll-jsdv79jz67q
https://www.haaretz.co.il/gallery/kids/2014-12-21/ty-article/0000017f-db2c-d856-a37f-ffecc5c60000
https://muslimmarketing.io/muslim-dolls-the-ultimate-guide-to-modest-dolls-for-children-2025/
https://doi.org/10.1177/14647001241291394
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Tefillin Barbie and Burqa Barbie, as well as the other Muslim dolls, represent opposite trends, the 

former of empowerment and the latter of conservatism.51  

In some Jewish quarters, though, Tefillin Barbie was not seen as empowerment but as 

exaggerated feminism. This resulted in attempts to produce a more appropriate Jewish doll. Aliza 

Stein developed the Gali Girl doll in 2004, and which lasted until 2013 when production ceased.52 

These dolls, in different skin tones and representing various Jewish communities were dressed 

“appropriately” in terms of modern Jewish modesty requirements. Another example of an 

appropriate Jewish doll was the Rebecca Rubin doll, theoretically growing in New York City in 

1914. She came with a Shabbat set of accessories as well as with other Jewish accessories.53  

Today there are entire lines of dolls in all forms, fashions and materials which cater to the 

religious of all kinds, in Israel and abroad. They are dressed in appropriate clothing and have 

appropriate accessories for the type of Judaism associated with those who boy or play with the 

dolls. They are big business and whatever halakhic problems existed, or still exist, are secondary 

to the business of making and selling these dolls. While there was a time when there was a fear of 

idolatry, even tangential, today these fears are minimal and hardly seem to affect sales.54  

Not every aspect of doll play faced halakhic challenges. I conclude with a brief discussion 

of these two types. For the most part, these dolls can be seen today only in museums, and their 

play aspect was not the major factor in their history.  

Shoah 

                                                 
51 See Alma Heckman, “Tefillin Barbie and Burqa Barbie: What Does it Mean to Dress Dolls?”, August 25, 2010:  

https://jwa.org/blog/tefillin-barbie-and-burqa-barbie. 
52 https://adollsday.wordpress.com/2013/11/07/final-farewell-from-gali-girls/.  
53 From the blog of Rabbi Jason Miller, “Jewish Dolls for Jewish Girls,” December 18, 2011, 

https://blog.rabbijason.com/2011/12/jewish-dolls-for-jewish-girls.html.  
54 Just to cite some examples, in the United States there is the “my Jewish Doll-Chani” audio  series which helps to 

teach children blessings (https://www.eichlers.com/my-jewish-doll-chani-hebrew-english-gm-

mjdg02.html?srsltid=AfmBOorvWxZUtwVbl5c5wxfWmlOY278eYh986Ebvo7KKjH2GcqVOaBVR) and her male 

counterpart Yossi (https://judaicaplaza.com/products/att-gm-

mjdb03?srsltid=AfmBOorSS8nL7RfUyv6HkOZFkjee8C1Io02JGreJDbxRA-8jC9sfCbl4). There are family sets of 

dolls such as the Mitzvah Kinder Family set (https://mitzvahkinder.com/products/mitzvah-kinder-

family?srsltid=AfmBOoryD_nWkFk12bIgfOl1_LutZDiDPrAQ9hCUGFjNmG-CUSGzajw6). These are available is 

different levels of family religiosity. In Israel for example there are JD Toys which sell a wide array of religious 

dolls     

(https://jdtoys.co.il/?s=%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA&post_type=product&dgwt_wcas=1).  

https://jwa.org/blog/tefillin-barbie-and-burqa-barbie
https://adollsday.wordpress.com/2013/11/07/final-farewell-from-gali-girls/
https://blog.rabbijason.com/2011/12/jewish-dolls-for-jewish-girls.html
https://www.eichlers.com/my-jewish-doll-chani-hebrew-english-gm-mjdg02.html?srsltid=AfmBOorvWxZUtwVbl5c5wxfWmlOY278eYh986Ebvo7KKjH2GcqVOaBVR
https://www.eichlers.com/my-jewish-doll-chani-hebrew-english-gm-mjdg02.html?srsltid=AfmBOorvWxZUtwVbl5c5wxfWmlOY278eYh986Ebvo7KKjH2GcqVOaBVR
https://judaicaplaza.com/products/att-gm-mjdb03?srsltid=AfmBOorSS8nL7RfUyv6HkOZFkjee8C1Io02JGreJDbxRA-8jC9sfCbl4
https://judaicaplaza.com/products/att-gm-mjdb03?srsltid=AfmBOorSS8nL7RfUyv6HkOZFkjee8C1Io02JGreJDbxRA-8jC9sfCbl4
https://mitzvahkinder.com/products/mitzvah-kinder-family?srsltid=AfmBOoryD_nWkFk12bIgfOl1_LutZDiDPrAQ9hCUGFjNmG-CUSGzajw6
https://mitzvahkinder.com/products/mitzvah-kinder-family?srsltid=AfmBOoryD_nWkFk12bIgfOl1_LutZDiDPrAQ9hCUGFjNmG-CUSGzajw6
https://jdtoys.co.il/?s=%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA&post_type=product&dgwt_wcas=1
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Obviously, Concentration Camps and similar Holocaust-period venues were not 

particularly associated with children’s dolls, Jewish or otherwise. There were though several doll 

phenomena associated with the Shoah.   

The State Museum of Majdanek has a photo exhibit of sixteen dolls found on the grounds 

at Majdanek in 1944. It is presumed that these dolls had belonged to Jewish girls imprisoned at 

KL Lublin/Majdanek.55 Jewish women and children liberated from camps in 1945 were given 

scraps of cloth by the Red Cross, apparently part of their rehabilitation process, and made dolls, 

some of which were given back to the Red Cross as presents.56   

Some Jewish dolls survived the Holocaust. Éva Modval took her doll Gerta with her when she and 

her parents were deported from their home in Transylvania. Éva and the doll survived the war and 

Éva later donated her doll to Yad Vashem as a symbol of her lost childhood.57 Two dolls donated 

to the Holocaust Museum in Paris in 2016 belonged to two French girls taken away from them by 

a French gendarme. The girls were deported to Auschwitz and apparently died there. A French 

family looked after the dolls for three generations before they donated them to the Holocaust 

museum.58  

The most macabre of all is the doll from the Turkish toy museum with hair from a Jewish girl 

killed in the Holocaust, apparently in 1941. The dolls were made for German girls. This doll has 

been on exhibit since 2017, and Jewish groups have taken some for genetic testing. The use of 

such hair was apparently not used on any significant scale.59   

National Costume Dolls 

There were dolls that were used as a tool for building national identity and for strengthening 

coherence. This type of doll was the national costume doll, which were mostly “souvenir dolls” or 

mementos and not often play dolls for use by little children, although they might have also been 

                                                 
55 https://www.majdanek.eu/en/exhibitions/dolls_of_majdanek__photo_exhibition/17.  
56 https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-berkshire-61894683.  
57 https://www.yadvashem.org/artifacts/museum/doll-gerta.html.  
58 https://www.motl.org/dolls-snatched-from-jewish-sisters-during-holocaust-preserved-by-three-generations-of-

french-family/.  
59 https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/hair-of-holocaust-victim-on-baby-doll-143082. 

https://www.majdanek.eu/en/exhibitions/dolls_of_majdanek__photo_exhibition/17
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-berkshire-61894683
https://www.yadvashem.org/artifacts/museum/doll-gerta.html
https://www.motl.org/dolls-snatched-from-jewish-sisters-during-holocaust-preserved-by-three-generations-of-french-family/
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toys at times for young Jewish girls whether in Israel or the Diaspora. 60 The Jewish national 

costume doll was popular in the pre-1948 Yishuv (Eretz Israel) and in Israel after 1948 and through 

the 1980s and were meant to foster national identity.61  

Originally, these dolls gave expression to a multi-cultural and multi-ethnic viewpoint. 

During time the diversity diminished, and the dolls became more ideologically Israeli. Among the 

types of dolls produced were dolls of famers, socialist youth members dancing, Orthodox and 

Ultra-Orthodox praying, Arabs, soldiers, Yemenite women at work.62 A variety of crafts materials 

were used from fabric to string and wire, wood, sawdust and much more. Israelis displayed them, 

tourists, Jewish and non-Jewish, bought them, and among Israelis and Diaspora girls there were 

probably some who either displayed them or played with them. By the end of the 1980s they 

became less popular as their message was expressed by other means. I know of no halakhic 

discussions regarding national costume dolls, and it was obvious that this was not idolatry or 

worship, unless nationalism was considered as idolatry or worship as some might think today.     

Summary 

Dolls were popular toys, especially for young girls, from ancient until modern times and there was 

no prima facie reason why Jewish girls should have been an exception. They are, however, not 

mentioned in Talmudic sources, but those sources usually only mentioned toys which had religious 

problems. They are not found in a Jewish archaeological setting, but that likely reflected  the non-

lasting nature of cloth dolls. Ancient dolls, though, had a potential problem for Jewish girls as they 

                                                 
60 On this phenomenon see in general Shelly Shenhav-Keller, “A Land and its Dolls: Israeli 

Souvenirs and National Identity,” https://www.eretzmuseum.org.il/en/exhibitions/a-land-and-its-

dolls/;   Shelly-Shenhav-Keller, “ ‘A Land and its Dolls’: ICME/ICOM – International 

Conference of Museums 2013, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, https://icme.mini.icom.museum/wp-

content/uploads/sites/16/2019/01/ICME_2013_Shenhav_paper.pdf. Cf. M. B. Katz, “A Land and Its 

Dolls: Israeli Souvenirs and National Identity”, Eretz Israel Museum, Tel Aviv, May–September 2011; Catalog, ed. 
Shelly Shenhav-Keller and Haim Grossman, Tel Aviv: Eretz Israel Museum, 2011 and Maya Balkirsky 
Katz, IMAGES, 5 no. 1, 118-122 (https://doi.org/10.1163/187180011X604490).  

61 See “The Bezalel Narkiss Index of Jewish Art and Material Culture,” The Center for Jewish Art, s.v. dolls, 

https://cja.huji.ac.il/search.php?free_text=doll&name=&object%5B%5D=&subject%5B%5D=&origin%5B%5D=&

maker_name%5B%5D=&community%5B%5D=&location%5B%5D=&collection%5B%5D=&school%5B%5D=&i

nscriptio n_language%5B%5D=&date%5B%5D=&submited=submited&extantOnly=all&order_by=relevance.  
62 For vivid depictions of the different “national” and ethnic types see, Haim Grossman, “National Dolls,” 

https://www.nostal.co.il/Site.asp?table=Terms&option=single&serial=1467&subject=%E3%E1%F8%E9%ED%20

%F9%E0%F1%F4%F0%E5&portal=%E0%E5%F1%F4%E9%ED%20%E5%FA%E7%E1%E9%E1%E9%ED 

(Hebrew).  

https://www.eretzmuseum.org.il/en/exhibitions/a-land-and-its-dolls/
https://www.eretzmuseum.org.il/en/exhibitions/a-land-and-its-dolls/
https://icme.mini.icom.museum/wp-content/uploads/sites/16/2019/01/ICME_2013_Shenhav_paper.pdf
https://icme.mini.icom.museum/wp-content/uploads/sites/16/2019/01/ICME_2013_Shenhav_paper.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1163/187180011X604490
https://cja.huji.ac.il/search.php?free_text=doll&name=&object%5B%5D=&subject%5B%5D=&origin%5B%5D=&maker_name%5B%5D=&community%5B%5D=&location%5B%5D=&collection%5B%5D=&school%5B%5D=&inscriptio%20n_language%5B%5D=&date%5B%5D=&submited=submited&extantOnly=all&order_by=relevance
https://cja.huji.ac.il/search.php?free_text=doll&name=&object%5B%5D=&subject%5B%5D=&origin%5B%5D=&maker_name%5B%5D=&community%5B%5D=&location%5B%5D=&collection%5B%5D=&school%5B%5D=&inscriptio%20n_language%5B%5D=&date%5B%5D=&submited=submited&extantOnly=all&order_by=relevance
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https://www.nostal.co.il/Site.asp?table=Terms&option=single&serial=1467&subject=%E3%E1%F8%E9%ED%20%F9%E0%F1%F4%F0%E5&portal=%E0%E5%F1%F4%E9%ED%20%E5%FA%E7%E1%E9%E1%E9%ED
https://www.nostal.co.il/Site.asp?table=Terms&option=single&serial=1467&subject=%E3%E1%F8%E9%ED%20%F9%E0%F1%F4%F0%E5&portal=%E0%E5%F1%F4%E9%ED%20%E5%FA%E7%E1%E9%E1%E9%ED
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often doubled as both toys and votive or cultic objects and this was the case from ancient and 

basically until modern times. “Jewish dolls” appear in Jewish sources only from the Middle Ages 

when the double possible use was even more blatant and well-known. In spite of this and in spite 

of the potential severe problems of anything associated with idolatry, and in spite of the fact that 

was apparently known to Jewish society, these potential problems were downgraded or ignored in 

Jewish life, basically allowing the Jewish girl unrestricted for the most part doll play. Jewish doll 

play thrived and by modern times doll production and sales had turned into a booming business. 

The play trumped the idolatry problems; the willingness to allow normal play to young girls led to 

accommodation with any problematic issues that were attached to doll play.  
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 Introduction  

Before Israel entered the land of Canaan, Yahweh declared, “Today I have rolled away the reproach of 

Egypt from you” (Josh 5:9). This statement follows the circumcision of the wilderness generation at Gilgal 

and serves as a significant marker of Israel’s transition from a people shaped by Egypt to a people identified 

with the covenant promises given to Abraham. The phrase יִם ת מִצְרַּ  suggests (”the reproach of Egypt“) חֶרְפַּ

that Egypt represented more than a geographical location or political tyranny from which Israel had been 

delivered; it also functioned as a symbol of a former social, cultural, and religious identity.63  

The Hebrew Bible consistently portrays Egypt as a formative environment in Israel’s collective 

memory. Abraham traveled to Egypt during a time of famine (Gen 12:10–20), Joseph rose to prominence 

within Egyptian society after first serving as a slave (Gen 39:1–6), and Jacob’s family settled in Egypt 

where subsequent generations lived for centuries (Gen 46:3–7). Scholars recognize the issues surrounding 

the reconstruction of Israel in Egypt. Such issues are outside the scope of this article but have been addressed 

extensively elsewhere.64 Whether understood primarily as history, cultural memory, or some combination 

of the two, the biblical tradition presents Egypt as an environment that profoundly shaped Israel before the 

exodus.65 Consequently, the question is not whether Egypt influenced the Israelites, but how the biblical 

texts portray the process by which Israel negotiated, retained, and ultimately transformed elements of that 

influence. 

Throughout this study, the phrase “Israelite identity” refers primarily to the covenantal identity 

portrayed within the biblical narrative rather than to a fixed ethnic or biological category. Recent 

scholarship on ethnicity and identity formation has demonstrated that ancient identities frequently defined 

themselves through interaction with neighboring peoples and through the establishment of symbolic 

boundary markers.66 William Dever notes that ethnicity in ancient societies is often most visible in the 

                                                 
63 Richard S. Hess, Joshua: An Introduction and Commentary (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1996), 141–42. 

 
64 See James K. Hoffmeier, Israel in Egypt: The Evidence for the Authenticity of the Exodus Tradition (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1997); Donald B. Redford, Egypt, Canaan, and Israel in Ancient Times (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 1992), 408–429; William G. Dever, What Did the Biblical Writers Know and When Did They Know It? 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2001), 99–121; Kenneth A. Kitchen, On the Reliability of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, 

MI: Eerdmans, 2003), 240–312; and Avraham Faust, “The Emergence of Iron Age Israel: On Origins and Habitus,” in The 

Oxford Handbook of the Archaeology of the Levant, ed. Margreet Steiner and Ann E. Killebrew (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2014), 476–492. 

 
65 Hoffmeier, Israel in Egypt, 3–18. 

 
66 Kenton L. Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel: Prolegomena to the Study of Ethnic Sentiments and 

Their Expression in the Hebrew Bible (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1998), 17–42.  
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routines of daily life. Food production, consumption patterns, and household practices frequently reveal 

communal boundaries that are otherwise difficult to detect archaeologically.67 

Ronald Hendel has argued that Israel conceived of itself as a unique people while remaining firmly 

embedded within the cultural world of the ancient Near East (hereafter, ANE).68 Similarly, Avraham Faust’s 

archaeological work suggests that Israelite identity emerged through processes of social differentiation and 

boundary formation rather than through complete cultural discontinuity.69 Studies of cultural memory 

further demonstrate that communities often preserve memories of former social environments while 

simultaneously redefining themselves in opposition to those environments.70 Jan Assmann similarly argues 

that cultural memory functions as a means by which communities construct present identity through 

selective recollections of the past.71 Egypt’s persistent appearance within Israel’s traditions may then reflect 

an ongoing process of identity negotiation through remembered cultural contrast.  

Scholarly approaches to Israel’s relationship with Egypt have often tended toward opposite 

extremes. On the one hand, some comparative studies have emphasized parallels between Israel and its 

ANE environment to such a degree that Israel’s distinctive features become difficult to discern.72 On the 

other hand, some approaches have treated Israel as though it existed in relative isolation from the cultures 

that surrounded it.73 The biblical evidence suggests a more nuanced reality. Israel did not emerge in a 

cultural vacuum, yet neither was it simply a continuation of Egyptian society. Rather, the exodus traditions 

portray a people in transition, negotiating a new identity while shedding aspects of an older one. 

The historical context of the New Kingdom further highlights the significance of this transition. As 

Craig Bartholomew observes, the later New Kingdom witnessed substantial religious development and 

                                                 
67 William G. Dever, What Did the Biblical Writers Know and When Did They Know It? What Archaeology Can Tell 

Us about the Reality of Ancient Israel (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2001), 234–39.  

 
68 Ronald Hendel, “Israel Among the Nations: Biblical Culture in the Ancient Near East,” in Remembering Abraham: 

Culture, Memory, and History in the Hebrew Bible, ed. Ronald Hendel (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 3–30. 

 
69 Avraham Faust, Israel's Ethnogenesis: Settlement, Interaction, Expansion and Resistance (London: Equinox, 2006), 

1–25. 

 
70 Philip R. Davies, Memories of Ancient Israel: An Introduction to Biblical History—Ancient and Modern 

(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2008), 31–54. 

 
71 Jan Assmann, The Mind of Egypt: History and Meaning in the Time of the Pharaohs, trans. Andrew Jenkins 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002), 112–15. 

 
72 John Van Seters, In Search of History: Historiography in the Ancient World and the Origins of Biblical History 

(Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1997), 1–30. 

 
73 See discussion in Mark S. Smith, The Early History of God: Yahweh and the Other Deities in Ancient Israel, 2nd 

ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), xxi–xxvii. 
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monumental cultic activity.74 Following the Amarna Period, the Ramesside era was characterized by 

renewed investment in temples, priesthoods, and state-sponsored religious institutions.75 Although the 

precise extent of Egyptian influence upon the historical Israelites remains debated, prolonged residence 

within such a setting would have exposed populations living in Egypt to Egyptian cultural and religious 

practices.76 Egypt itself was characterized by a highly integrated social and religious system in which 

political authority, ritual practice, and daily life were closely intertwined, making cultural participation 

difficult to separate from broader expressions of Egyptian identity.77 Thus, the biblical texts may be 

understood as preserving memories of a people gradually learning to distinguish themselves from the world 

that had long shaped them. The present study approaches the biblical text as a theological narrative of 

identity formation and intentionally places that narrative in dialogue with what is known of Egyptian 

cultural practices. Accordingly, the argument advanced here should be understood primarily as a 

hermeneutical strategy rather than a comprehensive reconstruction of historical influence. 

This study adopts an anthropological approach to the biblical text by examining clothing, foodways, 

and ritual practices as markers of cultural identity. Anthropological studies have long recognized that dress, 

food consumption, and bodily practices function as visible expressions of communal belonging and social 

differentiation.78 Likewise, recent studies of foodways in the ancient world demonstrate that dietary customs 

often serve as powerful markers of ethnic and religious identity.79 Such observations are particularly 

relevant to the Pentateuch, where laws concerning clothing, food, and ritual purity frequently appear in 

contexts emphasizing Israel’s distinctiveness among the nations. Although discussions of Israelite 

ethnogenesis frequently focus upon archaeological evidence, the present study investigates how the biblical 

narrative depicts the formation of covenant identity. Consequently, the concern is not whether particular 

                                                 
74 Craig G. Bartholomew, The Old Testament and God: Old Testament Origins and the Question of God (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Academic, 2022), 213. 

 
75 Richard H. Wilkinson, The Complete Temples of Ancient Egypt (New York: Thames & Hudson, 2000), 25–29. 

 
76 James K. Hoffmeier, Ancient Israel in Sinai: The Evidence for the Authenticity of the Wilderness Tradition (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 15–39. 

 
77 See John Baines, “Society, Morality, and Religious Practice,” in Religion in Ancient Egypt: Gods, Myths, and 

Personal Practice, ed. Byron E. Shafer (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1991), 123–200. 
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cultural practices can be demonstrated archaeologically but how the Pentateuch employs clothing, food, 

and ritual to narrate Israel’s transformation from a people shaped by Egypt into a people defined by Yahweh. 

The primary evidence examined in this study is the literary presentation of Israel within the 

Pentateuch. Accordingly, the question is not what can be demonstrated about every aspect of historical 

Israelite life, but what interpretive patterns emerge from the Pentateuch’s literary portrayal of Israel’s 

transition from Egypt to Yahweh’s covenant community. References to Egyptian culture function 

heuristically by providing comparative background that illuminates how the Pentateuch portrays Israel’s 

gradual differentiation from the social world associated with Egypt. The goal of this article is to explore 

how the biblical text portrays Israel’s emergence as a distinct community through practices that mark 

separation from the cultural environment associated with Egypt. In this sense, Egypt functions as a cultural 

point of reference within Israel’s remembered past. Where historical connections can be demonstrated they 

will be noted, but the primary concern of this study is the way the biblical narrative depicts the gradual 

formation of Israelite identity through differentiation from an Egyptian world. 

 

2.1 Clothing and the Negotiation of Identity 

Readers of Exodus often focus on the economic implications of the Israelites' plundering of Egypt while 

overlooking the cultural significance of the items acquired. According to Exod 12:35–36, the Israelites 

requested and received three categories of objects from the Egyptians: silver, gold, and clothing. Yahweh 

had previously foretold this event (Exod 3:21–22; 11:1–3), and the narrative presents it as a divinely 

sanctioned act accompanying Israel's departure from bondage. While the acquisition of precious metals has 

received considerable scholarly attention because of their subsequent use in both the golden calf episode 

(Exod 32) and the construction of the tabernacle (Exod 25–31), the inclusion of clothing in the list raises 

important questions concerning cultural identity.80 Certainly, garments possessed economic value alongside 

silver and gold; however, the present argument invites consideration of their potential significance as 

markers of cultural identity. The significance of the Israelites’ possession of Egyptian clothing as part of 

their plunder lies in the narrative movement to later covenantal regulations concerning dress. Read together, 

these texts portray clothing as one arena in which Israel gradually learned to embody distinction as 

Yahweh’s people. 
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The Hebrew text states that the Israelites “asked” (שׁאל) the Egyptians for valuables and clothing 

before their departure. The narrative later describes the result as the “plundering” (נצל) of Egypt (Exod 

12:36).81 These terms emphasize not only the transfer of wealth but also the transfer of cultural goods.82 

The inclusion of clothing alongside silver and gold suggests that garments possessed significance beyond 

raw function. Unlike precious metals, clothing was not something the Israelites entirely lacked. Recent 

studies of dress in the ANE have emphasized that clothing functions as a visible marker of social, ethnic, 

and communal identity by which societies construct and communicate both individual and collective 

identities.83 Clothing also functions as a boundary marker by signaling membership within particular 

communities and distinguishing from outsiders.84 Within this framework, the acquisition of Egyptian 

clothing may reflect more than a practical concern; it may preserve a memory of Israel’s continued 

participation in aspects of Egyptian cultural life at the time of the exodus. 

The request for clothing is noteworthy considering the Pentateuch’s later concern with distinctive 

forms of dress. Egyptian textiles were highly valued throughout the ANE, and Egyptian clothing reflected 

broader patterns of social and cultural expression.85 Although differences existed between elite and non-

elite attire, Egyptian garments were recognizable symbols of participation in Egyptian society and culture.86 

The narrative’s inclusion of clothing among the items taken from Egypt therefore plausibly reflects the 

cultural prestige associated with Egyptian material culture. 

The figure of Moses provides a further illustration of the relationship between appearance and 

identity. When Moses fled to Midian, the daughters of Reuel identified him as “an Egyptian man” (אִישׁ מִצְרִי; 

Exod 2:19). The text does not explain the basis for their identification, but outward appearance likely played 

                                                 
81 Scholars debate the ethical issues surrounding the “plundering” (ל  of the Egyptians. For a discussion of the (נָצַּ

ethical issues surrounding the plundering narrative, see Cornelis Houtman, Exodus, trans. Sierd Woudstra, 3 vols. (Leuven: 
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a role. Pharaoh’s daughter by contrast recognized the infant Moses as a Hebrew child (Exod 2:6).87 The 

juxtaposition of these passages highlights the fluidity and complexity of identity within the exodus 

narrative. Moses was ethnically Hebrew but culturally shaped by Egypt. His identification as Egyptian in 

Midian suggests that external markers such as language, grooming, or clothing could communicate cultural 

affiliation even when ancestry remained distinct.88 

The significance of clothing becomes even more apparent in later legal traditions. The Holiness 

Code prohibits garments composed of mixed materials (Lev 19:19), while Deut 22:11 forbids the wearing 

of cloth woven from wool and linen together. Although scholars debate the rationale for these regulations, 

Milgrom helpfully interprets them as examples of Israel’s broader concern for maintaining distinctions and 

boundaries within creation and society.89 The language of holiness repeatedly emphasizes separation and 

differentiation. Leviticus employs the verb בדל (“to separate”) to describe Israel’s obligation to distinguish 

between clean and unclean, holy and common (Lev 10:10; 20:24–26). Such terminology suggests that 

practices of distinction were central to Israel’s self-understanding as Yahweh’s covenant people.90 

While it would be difficult to demonstrate a direct causal relationship between Egyptian textile 

practices and Israelite clothing regulations, the broader movement from Egyptian cultural participation 

toward Israelite distinctiveness is evident throughout the Pentateuch. The exodus traditions portray a people 

leaving Egypt physically, while the legal traditions describe the gradual formation of a distinct covenant 

identity.91 Within this process, clothing served as a visible marker through which Israel learned to embody 

its status as a holy people. 

                                                 
87 Most critical commentaries do not tackle this question (e.g., Peter Enns and Victor Hamilton say nothing of the 

issue in their critical commentaries). Thomas Dozeman suggests that the identification of Moses as a Hebrew is a literary 

device intended to separate the people of God from the Egyptians. Dozeman adds, “The birth story of Moses is not intended to 

make Moses Egyptian, but to place him in Egyptian culture.” At the least, Exod 2 places Moses in an identity crisis that will 

ultimately cumulate in Moses’s becoming Hebrew in Exod 4:24–26. Enns, Peter. Exodus. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000; 

Hamilton, Exodus. Thomas Dozeman, Exodus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 84.  
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Viewed through the lens of identity formation, the acquisition of Egyptian garments and the later 

regulation of Israelite dress reflect different stages in the same narrative trajectory. The former points to 

Israel’s proximity to Egyptian culture, while the latter reflects the establishment of boundaries intended to 

distinguish Israel from surrounding peoples. Clothing functions as a symbol of the larger process through 

which Israel negotiated the transition from life in Egypt to life as Yahweh’s covenant nation. 

 

2.2 Food and Cultural Memory 

The exodus narrative suggests that the Israelites departed Egypt with provisions sufficient for the initial 

stages of their journey. Exodus 12:34 states that the people carried their unleavened dough in kneading 

bowls wrapped in their garments while Exod 12:39 explains that they baked unleavened cakes because their 

departure occurred too rapidly for the dough to ferment. The narrative therefore presents the Israelites 

leaving Egypt as a people possessing flocks, herds, and food supplies (Exod 12:38–39). Against this 

backdrop, the complaint of Exod 16:3 — “If only we had died by the hand of the LORD in the land of 

Egypt, when we sat by the pots of meat and ate bread to the full” — appears intentionally exaggerated. The 

statement reflects a nostalgic reconstruction of the past shaped by present hardship.92 

Scholars of cultural memory have observed that communities frequently idealize former 

circumstances during periods of uncertainty and transition.93 The complaint in Exod 16:3 is best understood 

as an expression of longing for the familiarity and security associated with Egypt. The narrative repeatedly 

depicts the wilderness generation remembering Egypt selectively by emphasizing its perceived benefits 

while minimizing the oppression that prompted their deliverance (cf. Num 11:4–6; 14:2–4).  

Food occupies a particularly important place within this process because foodways function as 

markers of social and ethnic identity. Anthropologists define foodways as the patterns of food production, 

preparation, consumption, and symbolic meaning that characterize a particular community.94 Studies of 

ethnicity and identity have demonstrated that food often serves as one of the most visible expressions of 

cultural belonging.95 Consequently, the Israelites’ repeated references to Egyptian food should be 

                                                 
92 Victor P. Hamilton, Exodus: An Exegetical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 267–69. 

 
93 Jan Assmann, Cultural Memory and Early Civilization: Writing, Remembrance, and Political Imagination 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 36–40. 

 
94 Jennifer Hasty, David G. Lewis, and Marjorie M. Snipes, Introduction to Anthropology (Houston, TX: OpenStax, 

Rice University, 2022), 431–34. 

 



European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 2 (2026) 

 

41 

understood as more than complaints about hunger. These cravings may represent a desire for the social 

world and cultural familiarity associated with life in Egypt. 

The Egyptians had three distinct categories of animals: (1) sacred animals that could not be killed, 

(2) sacred animals that could be killed, and (3) animals that were not sacred.96 The Egyptians viewed animals 

in connection with worship, piety, and myth.97 The type of meat consumed depended on factors such as 

social status, availability, and religious considerations. Meat was a rare gift for the Egyptians.98 Although 

the Egyptians considered the cow a sacred animal, beef was prepared by roasting, stewing, or grilling.99 

This is likely what the phrase בָּשָׂר   .indicates in Exod 16:3 (”pots of meat“) סִיר הַּ

Sheep and goats were popular choices for meat in Egypt.100 Goat meat appears in various recipes 

including stews and grilled dishes.101 The Egyptians domesticated various types of poultry such as ducks, 

geese, and chickens for meat and egg production. Nile fish such as tilapia and catfish serve as the main 

source of protein in ancient Egypt.102 In addition to domesticated animals, the Egyptians hunted wild game 

such as hares, desert ungulates, and birds.103  

The Egyptian diet presents three animals deemed unclean by the law of Moses in Lev 11:1–47: (1) 

pigs, (2) catfish, and (3) hares.104 The Hebrews may have regularly eaten foods such as pork or catfish 
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during their captivity.105 When read against the backdrop of Egyptian foodways, the dietary restrictions of 

Lev 11 may be understood as contributing to a process of cultural differentiation when it connects food to 

holiness: “for I am the LORD who brought you up from the land of Egypt to be your God, and you are to 

be holy because I am holy” (Lev 11:45). Bulmer adds, “Deuteronomy emphasizes that Israel is God’s 

chosen people, and Leviticus that it must be ‘holy.’ This status required them to assert, both their 

separateness from, and their ethical superiority to, their neighbors.”106 The dietary laws may be interpreted 

as functioning in a manner analogous to Israel’s developing distinctions in dress and ritual practice. The 

Hebrew’s craving for the food of Egypt is more than a narrative reflection on Egypt’s prosperity compared 

to the poverty of the desert. Within the narrative, the longing for Egyptian foods functions as more than a 

complaint about hunger as the text presents them as remembered symbols of the life Israel left behind.  

Ancient Egyptian foodways were shaped by the agricultural abundance of the Nile Valley. Bread 

constituted the dietary staple of Egyptian society, while onions, fish, and beer formed important components 

of daily consumption across various social classes.107 Archaeological evidence, textual sources, and residue 

analyses demonstrate the centrality of bread and beer within Egyptian life.108 As Carol Meyers observes 

regarding ancient food production more broadly, food preparation and consumption frequently reinforced 

communal identity and social organization.109 Thus, these foods would have been embedded within 

Egyptian social, economic, and religious structures. 

The wilderness complaints preserve memories of precisely these types of culturally significant 

foods. Although Exod 16:3 specifically mentions meat and bread, parallel traditions recall fish, cucumbers, 
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melons, leeks, onions, and garlic (Num 11:5). These foods and spices were commonly associated with 

Egyptian agriculture and diet.110 The recurrence of such imagery suggests that the Israelites were 

remembering a former cultural environment. Their longing for Egyptian food may therefore function as a 

longing for the familiarity of Egypt itself. 

Yahweh’s response to these complaints is significant. Rather than returning the people to Egypt, 

Yahweh provides quail and manna (Exod 16:13–15). The provision addresses the Israelites’ physical needs 

while simultaneously reshaping their cultural identity. The manna differs from Egyptian bread because it 

originates directly from Yahweh rather than from the agricultural systems dependent on the annual flooding 

of the Nile. Likewise, the quail are presented as divine gifts rather than products of hunting or animal 

husbandry.111 Through these provisions, Yahweh meets the people’s needs while redirecting their 

dependence away from Egypt and toward himself. 

Theologically, the transition from Egyptian foodways to divinely provided food anticipates the 

dietary regulations that later appear in the Mosaic legislation. Leviticus repeatedly connects dietary practice 

with holiness and covenant identity. The rationale given for these regulations culminates in Yahweh’s 

declaration, “For I am the LORD who brought you up from the land of Egypt to be your God; therefore, be 

holy, for I am holy” (Lev 11:45). The connection between dietary distinction and the exodus suggests that 

food regulations functioned not merely as health codes but as markers of covenant identity.112 Through 

food, Israel learned to embody its separation from Egypt and its allegiance to Yahweh. 

Consequently, the wilderness food narratives should be read as more than accounts of hunger and 

provision. They preserve memories of a people negotiating the transition from one cultural world to another. 

The Israelites’ longing for Egyptian food reflects the enduring influence of Egyptian cultural identity. 

Within the narrative, Yahweh’s provision of manna and quail begins the process of redirecting Israel’s 

dependence away from Egypt and toward Yahweh through gifts unique to Yahweh’s benevolence.  

 

2.3 Alcohol, Ritual Practice, and Cultural Differentiation 
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Although Exod 16:3 does not mention beverages specifically, the role of alcohol within Israelite religious 

life provides another window into the process of identity formation depicted in the Pentateuch. The biblical 

texts indicate that both wine (יין) and strong drink (שׁכר) were known and consumed in ancient Israel. Wine 

appears regularly in sacrificial contexts, particularly in association with drink offerings accompanying burnt 

offerings (Exod 29:40; Num 15:5–10), while Deut 14:26 and 29:6 indicate that the Israelites continued to 

consume both wine and other intoxicating beverages.113 Therefore, the question is not whether Israel 

consumed alcohol but how Israel’s understanding of alcohol differed from that of its Egyptian environment. 

Alcohol occupied an important place within Egyptian society. Although wine was known and 

consumed, beer served as the primary alcoholic beverage throughout much of Egyptian history.114 

Archaeological evidence demonstrates that beer production was integrated into daily life, temple operations, 

and state-sponsored food distribution systems.115 Bread and beer constituted the foundational staples of the 

Egyptian diet. Both appear regularly in textual and archaeological evidence.116 Consequently, alcohol 

formed an important component of Egyptian foodways and social identity. 

The Hebrew term שׁכר warrants particular attention here. Lexicographers generally understand the 

term to refer to an intoxicating beverage distinct from wine, though the precise nature of the drink remains 

debated.117 Some translations render the term as “strong drink” while others translate it as “beer” in contexts 

where a grain-based alcoholic beverage seems likely. Whatever the precise referent, the Pentateuch 

consistently treats wine and strong drink as categories requiring ethical and ritual regulation.  

The significance of alcohol becomes especially apparent in Israel’s cultic legislation. Following the 

deaths of Nadab and Abihu, Yahweh prohibited Aaron and his descendants from consuming wine or strong 

drink when entering the Tent of Meeting (Lev 10:8–11). The stated purpose of the prohibition was to enable 

the priests “to distinguish between the holy and the common, and between the unclean and the clean” (Lev 

10:10). Significantly, the verb בדל (“to separate, distinguish”) appears here as a central component of priestly 
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responsibility.118 The restriction therefore connects alcohol directly to one of the Pentateuch’s primary 

themes—the maintenance of boundaries between the holy and the common. 

Similarly, the Nazirite legislation required temporary abstinence from wine, strong drink, grapes, 

raisins, and all products derived from the vine (Num 6:1–4). The Nazirite’s abstention did not imply that 

alcohol was inherently sinful. Rather, it symbolized a heightened state of consecration.119 Alcohol occupied 

a carefully regulated place within Israelite society and restrictions concerning its use served broader 

theological purposes related to holiness. 

A comparison with Egyptian religious traditions proves helpful here. Egyptian texts frequently 

associate beer with divine activity, celebration, and mythological narratives. One well-known account 

describes the goddess Hathor being pacified through intoxication after threatening the destruction of 

humanity. Karim El-Gawhary recalls the myth.  

According to the ancient Egyptian myth, the goddess Hathor decided to finish off the human race. 

She would have been successful, too, if not for the intervention of the god Ra, who ordered Sektet 

to mix beer with the mysterious dada fruit and some human blood. When Hathor arrived the next 

morning to wreak destruction, she found the land flooded with this tempting concoction. Unable to 

resist, she took one sip, and then another, eventually becoming so drunk that she no longer 

recognized human beings.120  

Whether or not such narratives were directly known to the Israelites cannot be demonstrated, but they 

illustrate the broader religious significance that alcohol could possess within Egyptian thought. Egyptian 

mythology portrays divine beings consuming intoxicating beverages and experiencing their effects. By 

contrast, the God of Israel remains fundamentally distinct from such portrayals. 

This distinction becomes apparent in the biblical treatment of drink offerings. The term נסך refers to 

a libation poured out before Yahweh in conjunction with sacrificial offerings.121 Although the offering 

consists of wine, the biblical text never suggests that Yahweh literally consumes the beverage. Instead, the 

offering functions as part of the sacrificial system through which worshipers express their devotion. 

Leviticus repeatedly describes sacrifices as producing a “pleasing aroma” before Yahweh (e.g., Lev 23:13). 
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This language emphasizes acceptance, not consumption.122 Unlike the deities of many ANE myths, Yahweh 

neither requires intoxication nor experiences its effects. 

Theological interpretations of the drink offering have sometimes suggested that the libation 

symbolizes Yahweh’s participation in Israel’s festal joy. For example, Peter Leithart, argues that the drink 

offering reflects sabbatical themes of rest and celebration.123 Such observations rightly recognize the 

association between wine and rejoicing within the Hebrew Bible. Nevertheless, the Pentateuch consistently 

portrays Yahweh as transcending the physical limitations of humanity. Thus, the offering symbolizes 

covenant fellowship and worship, but the text never depicts Yahweh drinking the wine or becoming 

dependent upon it. 

Viewed within the larger framework of identity formation, alcohol remained a recognized and 

accepted part of Israelite life, yet its use became increasingly regulated by concerns for holiness, priestly 

discernment, and covenant fidelity. To be sure, the Pentateuch does not reject fermented beverages. Instead, 

it reorients their significance within a theological framework centered on Yahweh. In this respect, alcohol 

provides another example of the broader process through which Israel negotiated its relationship with 

Egyptian cultural practices while developing a distinct covenant identity. 

 

3. Conclusion  

While Israel’s departure from Egypt is often understood primarily in geographical, political, or historical 

terms, the literary and theological evidence examined in this study suggests that the biblical authors also 

understood the exodus as a process of cultural differentiation. The movement from Egypt to Canaan was 

not simply a change in location but served as a gradual transition from one culture to another. Consequently, 

the emergence of Israel as a covenant people involved the renegotiation of practices, habits, and symbols 

that had been shaped by generations of life within an Egyptian environment. These findings correspond 

with Dever’s observation that ancient Israel is best understood neither as a culture wholly separate from its 

environment nor as an extension of surrounding societies. Archaeological evidence points instead to a 
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people whose distinctive identity emerged gradually through the adaptation, rejection, and transformation 

of existing cultural practices.124 

Joshua 5:9 again becomes particularly interesting considering this process. Yahweh’s declaration 

that he had “rolled away the reproach of Egypt” from a generation that had not been in Egypt suggests that 

Egypt represented more than a former residence. Egypt functioned as a cultural reality whose influence 

remained present long after the crossing of the sea. The wilderness narratives repeatedly portray a people 

who continued to remember Egypt, long for Egypt, and measure their present circumstances against their 

experiences in Egypt. Such memories reveal that liberation from Egypt did not immediately erase Egypt’s 

influence over Israel. Rather, the biblical texts depict Israel’s identity as emerging through a prolonged 

process in which older cultural patterns were gradually replaced by new forms of covenantal self-

understanding. 

The literary and theological evidence considered in this study suggests that the acquisition of 

Egyptian garments reflects the possibility that Egyptian material culture retained social value among the 

departing Israelites, and the persistent longing for Egyptian foods in the wilderness traditions reveals more 

than physical hunger. These examples suggest that the Pentateuch portrays Israel’s identity formation as a 

gradual process of boundary construction. Holiness, in this context, was a lived expression of communal 

identity.  

The argument advanced here should be understood as an interpretive proposal in which reading the 

exodus and Pentateuchal traditions in dialogue with Egyptian cultural practices provides a fruitful 

framework for understanding how the biblical text depicts Israel’s transition from a people shaped by Egypt 

to a people defined by covenant relationship with Yahweh. The implications of this study extend beyond 

the question of Egyptian influence alone. More broadly, the findings contribute to ongoing discussions 

concerning Israelite ethnogenesis, cultural memory, and the formation of collective identity in the ancient 

world. The exodus narrative reveals that identities are often forged through the selective retention and 

reorientation of inherited cultural practices. In this respect, the exodus narrative may be understood as an 

act of creation. The journey from Egypt to the Promised Land was therefore not only a movement across 

space but also a movement from one identity to another. By tracing the ways in which the Pentateuch 

remembers and reconfigures Egyptian cultural influences, this study has argued that the formation of Israel 

was inseparable from the gradual shedding of Egypt.  
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Census as Ritual Risk 

 

1. Introduction 

Exodus 30:12 stipulates that when a census is taken, each person who is counted must give “a 

ransom for his life” (נפשו כפר), lest a plague break out among them. 2 Samuel 24 presents the 

relationship between census-taking and plague in a more narrative form. Despite Joab’s 

objection, David counts Israel and Judah, and as a result Israel suffers a devastating pestilence. 

These two texts share a common assumption: census-taking is not merely an administrative act, 

but an action that exposes the community to the danger of disaster. 

These passages raise an important interpretive question. Why is census-taking understood 

as an act that can bring about plague or generate a dangerous condition even though it is carried 

out by divine command? Previous scholarship has explained this problem in several ways. 

Some scholars have understood the census as an infringement upon divine sovereignty. Others 

have emphasized its military character and connected it with expiation for acts of war. Still 

others have argued that census-taking itself was regarded in ancient societies as an ominous act 

of counting and therefore required a ritual response. Yet these explanations do not adequately 

account for the fact that census-taking is sometimes commanded by God within the Hebrew 

Bible, nor for the fact that not every act of counting requires either ransom or protection from 

plague. 

An important comparative body of evidence that sheds new light on this problem is found 

in the Mari texts. In the Mari documents, census-taking is expressed by the Akkadian term 

tēbibtum, whose basic meaning is “purification.” This suggests that, at Mari, the census was not 

understood simply as an administrative procedure, but as a ritual event connected with purity, 

divination, and communal well-being. In particular, the fact that census-taking in the Mari 

evidence appears in connection with military mobilization, the welfare of cities, the taking of 

omens, and the offering of sacrifices indicates that the census was perceived as an event 

requiring the management of communal risk. 

This article reads the Mari evidence alongside the census texts of the Hebrew Bible and 

reinterprets the ritual danger of census-taking from the perspective of “embodied experience.” 

Recent studies of impurity have emphasized that impurity did not arise merely from an abstract 

symbolic system or from mythological speculation, but from concrete human experiences of 
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disease, death, pollution, and contagion. From this perspective, census-taking was not 

dangerous because the act of counting was inherently ominous. Rather, it came to be understood 

as dangerous because it was closely associated with military mobilization. That is, the census 

was an act that anticipated the collective risks of war, death, corpse contamination, and 

epidemic disease within the camp. These experiences of danger led census-taking to be 

perceived as an event exposed to the possibility of impurity and disaster. 

Mari and the Hebrew Bible, however, express this danger through different ritual 

languages. The Mari texts describe census-taking with tēbibtum, the language of purification, 

whereas the Hebrew Bible treats the danger associated with census-taking through כפר, the 

language of expiation. This article argues that this difference is not merely a matter of 

vocabulary, but reflects a process within biblical ritual thought that impurity and sin gradually 

merged into a single ritual problem. In other words, census-taking provides an important case 

study for the way in which impurity and sin, despite having different origins, came to be 

subsumed under the integrative ritual language of כפר as dangerous conditions capable of 

producing communal disaster. 

The purpose of this article is therefore twofold. First, by comparing the Mari evidence 

concerning tēbibtum with the census texts of the Hebrew Bible, it argues that census-taking was 

perceived as an act requiring ritual management because of the collective risks associated with 

military mobilization. Second, by attending to the fact that the Hebrew Bible uses the language 

of כפר rather than the purification language found at Mari, it seeks to explain how purification 

and expiation, impurity and sin, became functionally integrated within biblical ritual thought. 

In this respect, census-taking may be understood as a key case for the convergence of 

purification and atonement in ancient Israelite ritual thought. 

 

2. Previous Research  

In modern biblical scholarship, the relationship between census-taking and plague has generally 

been explained in three major ways. First, some scholars understand the census as an 

infringement upon divine sovereignty. R. E. Clements, C. Houtman, and others argue that 

knowing the number of persons was regarded as a way of acquiring authority or control over 

them. On this view, census-taking constituted a human encroachment upon the sovereignty over 

life and community that belongs only to God. The census, therefore, was not a mere 
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administrative procedure but an act that revealed human arrogance and the desire for control, 

thereby becoming a sin which caused divine disaster.125 

 This interpretation has a certain explanatory value, especially for 2 Samuel 24, where 

David’s census is evaluated as a sin. Yet it has limitations when applied to the full range of 

census texts in the Hebrew Bible. Nowhere does the biblical text explicitly state that the act of 

counting itself violates divine sovereignty. On the contrary, in Exodus 30, Numbers 1, and 

Numbers 26, census-taking is carried out by divine command. Moreover, Exodus 30:12 does 

not prohibit the census itself; rather, it stipulates that when a census is taken, each counted 

person must give כפר נפשו, “a ransom for his life.” This suggests that the central issue is not the 

prohibition of counting as such, but the management of a particular dangerous condition 

associated with census-taking. Thus, an interpretation that explains the census simply in terms 

of human arrogance or infringement upon divine sovereignty stands in tension with passages in 

which census-taking is permitted or even commanded. 

 Second, other scholars have focused on the military character of the census. In ancient 

societies, census-taking was closely connected with military mobilization, and several biblical 

census texts are likewise concerned with the calculation of military capacity. P. Kyle McCarter 

explains the relationship between David’s census and the ensuing plague in connection with the 

purity of the military camp. According to McCarter, those who belonged to the army were 

required to observe strict purity regulations, and David’s fault lay not in the census itself but in 

his neglect of the purity procedures required afterward. Benno Jacob also emphasizes the 

military character of the census, but he connects it with the possibility of killing in future 

warfare. For Jacob, the ransom associated with the census functions as a form of anticipatory 

expiation for potential acts of killing.126 

 This view rightly emphasizes that census-taking was not merely an act of counting but 

was connected with military mobilization. Yet there are difficulties in understanding the ransom 

required at the census as “preventive expiation.” In biblical and ancient Near Eastern ritual 

systems, purification and expiation generally have a retrospective structure: they respond to 

impurity, sin, disaster, or an ominous sign that has already occurred or has already been 

                                                 
125 Ronald E. Clements, Exodus (Cambridge University Press, 1972), 562–63; Cornelis Houtman, Exodus (Kok 

Publishing House, 1993), 1:194; Song-Mi Suzie Park, “Census and Censure: Sacred Threshing Floors and 

Counting Taboos in 2 Samuel 24,” Horiz. Biblic. Theol. 35.1 (2013): 21–41; cf. Sammy Githuku, “Taboos on 

Counting,” Interpret. Old Testam. Afica Afr. (1999): 113–18. 
126 P. Kyle McCarter, II Samuel, The Anchor Yale Bible Commentaries (Yale University Press, 1984), 513–14; 

Benno Jacob, Der Pentateuch : exegetisch-kritische Forschungen (Leipzig : Veit, 1905), 288. 



European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 2 (2026) 

 

55 

identified. Mesopotamian rituals such as Šurpu and Namburbi, as well as Hittite rituals such as 

those of Papanikri and Šamuha, are all rites that remove or transfer a dangerous condition that 

has already arisen or been recognized.127 These rituals display a consistent pattern: they are not 

performed preemptively merely because a danger might occur, but are enacted after a particular 

state of pollution or ominous situation has been identified. To be sure, both the Hebrew Bible 

and the ancient Near East contain rites that were performed before sin for consecrating 

particular persons, objects, or groups in order to prepare for divine service. Exodus 29 and 

Leviticus 8 describe the process by which priests and the sanctuary are placed in a state suitable 

for cultic service, while the Emar texts attest consecratory rites in which oil and blood are 

applied to sacred stones in connection with the installation of a priestess or the zukru festival.128 

Yet these are not purifications intended to avert disaster; rather, they belong to the conferral of 

cultic status and the sanctification of space for temple ritual. Such rites are fundamentally 

distinct from rites of expiation whose purpose is the removal of impurity. The aim of 

purification rites is to wash away, eliminate, or transfer the source or force of impurity to 

another object.129 Therefore, to posit a preventive expiation performed before the census simply 

on the basis of the military context risks failing to distinguish adequately among the ritual 

functions of purification, consecration, and expiation. 

 Especially, B. Jacob’s interpretation is also in tension with a passage such as Numbers 

31:50, in which a portion of the spoil is offered to YHWH and  כפרis performed after the war. 

If expiation for the military actions to be carried out in the future had already been completed 

at the stage of the census, it becomes difficult to explain why expiation is again required after 

the war. Thus, although the military character of the census is important, an explanation that 

treats it directly as anticipatory expiation for potential killing does not fully accord with the 

ritual structure of the Hebrew Bible. 

Third, a line of research has sought to explain the ritual character of the census through 

the Mari evidence. In the Mari texts, census-taking is expressed by the Akkadian term tēbibtum, 

whose basic meaning is “purification.” Jean-Robert Kupper initially understood Mari tēbibtum 

                                                 
127 cf. Isabel Cranz, “Impurity and Ritual in the Priestly Source and Assyro-Babylonian Incantations” (PhD 

dissertation, Johns Hopkins University, 2012); Yitzhaq Feder, Blood Expiation in Hittite and Biblical Ritual, 

Writings from the Ancient World Supplement Series 2 (SBL Press, 2011), 9–20. 
128 Daniel E. Fleming, The Installation of Baal’s High Priestess at Emar: A Window on Ancient Syrian Religion 

(Brill, 2018), 42:179; Daniel E. Fleming, Time at Emar: The Cultic Calendar and the Rituals from the Diviner’s 

Archive (Penn State Press, 2000), 83; cf. Daniel E. Fleming, “The Biblical Tradition of Anointing Priests,” J. 

Biblic. Lit. 117.3 (1998): 401–14. 
129 David P. Wright, The Disposal of Impurity: Elimination Rites in the Bible and in Hittite and Mesopotamian 

Literature (Scholars Press, 1987), 37–45; Cranz, “Impurity and Ritual,” 45–46. 
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as meaning “census” despite its etymological sense, but later argued that “purification rite” is 

its primary meaning and that census-taking represents a secondary usage. This discussion 

opened the possibility that the Mari census was not a mere administrative procedure but an 

event connected with rites of purification.130 

E. A. Speiser developed Kupper’s work by directly connecting Mari tēbibtum with the 

biblical census texts. He argued that tēbibtum does not merely refer to a purification rite, but 

shows that the census itself possessed a ritual character. According to Speiser, the reason 

census-taking was regarded as dangerous in the ancient Near East is related to the idea of the 

“book of life” or a divine register. Just as in the Mesopotamian “tablet of destinies” or the 

biblical “book of life,” human life was thought to be preserved in a divine record. The act of 

recording names in a census list would therefore have evoked this divine register and was 

consequently perceived as ominous. Thus, both Mari tēbibtum and biblical  כפרare understood 

as ritual mechanisms for neutralizing the ominous character of census-taking.131 

Speiser’s interpretation provides an important insight by understanding the census not as 

a merely administrative act but as an event involving ritual danger. Yet his explanation also has 

several limitations. Most importantly, if census-taking itself was an inherently ominous act of 

counting, it becomes difficult to explain why not every act of counting in the Hebrew Bible is 

associated with ransom or plague. For example, not every census in the Hebrew Bible requires 

ransom.132 The census of the Levites in Numbers 3-4 and the census of the firstborn in Numbers 

3:40ff. are carried out without any ransom requirement, and no danger of plague is mentioned. 

This suggests that the problem did not lie in counting as such. 

Moreover, although the “book of life” hypothesis is an intriguing explanation of the danger 

of census-taking, the explicit evidence connecting it directly to the census texts is limited. The 

biblical census texts do not directly associate the act of counting with a divine record of life, 

nor do the Mari texts explicitly state that the making of a population register was understood as 

an imitation or violation of a divine register. Thus, while the ritual character of census-taking 

                                                 
130 Jean-Robert Kupper, “Le Recensement Dans Les Textes de Mari,” in Studia Mariana, ed. Andre Parrot, vol. 

4 of Documenta et Monumenta Orientis Antiqui (Brill, 1950), 100–101; Jean-Robert Kupper, Les Nomades de 

Mésopotamie Au Temps Des Rois de Mari (Presses universitaires de Liège, Les Belles Lettres, 1982), 30–31, 

https://doi.org/doi:10.4000/books.pulg.985. 
131 E. A. Speiser, “Census and Ritual Expiation in Mari and Israel,” Bull. Am. Sch. Orient. Res. 149.1 (1958): 

17–25. 
132 Ernest Neufeld, “The Sins of the Census,” Judaism 43.2 (1994): 198. 
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should be acknowledged, the basis of its danger must be explained within a more concrete 

social, military, and ritual context. 

The foregoing survey provides an important foundation for understanding the relationship 

between census-taking and plague. The theory of infringement upon divine sovereignty seeks 

to explain the notion of sin in 2 Samuel 24. The military interpretation rightly emphasizes the 

connection between census-taking and military mobilization. The use of the Mari evidence has 

shown that census-taking could involve ritual danger. Yet each of these approaches has 

limitations. The divine-sovereignty interpretation does not adequately account for passages in 

which census-taking is commanded by God. The military-expiation interpretation tends to 

construe expiation too strongly as a preventive act. Speiser’s “book of life” hypothesis does not 

sufficiently identify the concrete basis of its ominousness. 

Building on these discussions, this article reinterprets the danger of census-taking from the 

perspective of embodied experiences of danger associated with military mobilization. That is, 

census-taking was regarded as dangerous not because the act of counting was inherently 

ominous, but because it was closely connected with the collective risks of war, death, corpse 

contamination, and epidemic disease within the camp. Mari tēbibtum may be understood as a 

case in which this danger is expressed in the language of purification, while biblical  כפר

represents a case in which the same danger is reconfigured within the biblical language of 

expiation. The following section will first examine the relevance of Mari to Israel and then 

analyze the census evidence from both traditions philologically. 

 

3. Mari tēbibtum: Census as Ritualized Registration 

The Mari evidence is particularly relevant because Mari exhibits significant linguistic, cultural, 

and ritual similarities with ancient Israel. This is evident, for example, in the prominence of 

West Semitic names such as Yaqob-El,133 as well as in broader similarities in prophecy and 

ritual practices.134 The Mari census material should therefore not be treated merely as a distant 

analogy, but may be examined within a shared ancient Near Eastern ritual world. 

                                                 
133 Abraham Malamat, Mari and the Bible (Brill, 1998), 7–8; Abraham Malamat, Mari and the Early Israelite 

Experience (Oxford University Press, 1989), 30–52; Kupper, Les Nomades, 36. 
134 Malamat, Mari and the Bible, 59–162, 168–72; cf. Abraham Malamat, “‘ Prophecy’ in the Mari 

Documents/ נבואה בתעודות מאריניצני   Abraham Malamat, “A ;84–74 :(1956) ישראל מחקרים בידיעת הארץ ועתיקותיה-ארץ ”,

Mari Prophecy and Nathan’s Dynastic Oracle, Malamat,” in Prophecy, ed. Emerton J. A., Essays Presented to 

Georg Fohrer on His Sixty-Fifth Birthday 6 (De Gruyter, 1980), 68–82. Daniel E. Fleming, “Mari and the 



European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 2 (2026) 

 

58 

In the Mari texts, census-taking is expressed primarily by the Akkadian term tēbibtum and 

its verbal forms. This term derives from ebēbum, “to be pure,” and its basic meaning is 

“purification.” In the Mari documents, however, the word is used in connection with the 

counting, registration, or mustering of particular groups. The ARM texts that deal with census-

taking include the following: 

ARM I 6, 7, 20, 36, 37, 42, 62, 82, 87, 129; ARM II 1, 18; ARM III 19, 20, 21; ARM IV 

7, 57, 83; ARM V 35, 45, 51, 65; ARM VIII 8; ARM X 82; ARM XIV 61, 70; ARMT 

XXII 38; ARMT XXIII 427; ARMT XXVI 168 

These texts include plans to count nomadic groups, instructions to survey regions that had not 

been counted for a long time, and registrations for the distribution of land and property. Yet 

when the contexts of several texts are considered, the Mari census appears to have been 

especially closely connected with military mobilization.135 ARM II 1 clearly illustrates this 

military context:  

“i-na Ḫanêmeš ša tu-ub-ba-bu 4 me ṣa-ba-am dam-qa-am a-na bâb é-kál-li-ia a-na ú-zu-

zi-im ṣa-ba-at” 

“Select four hundred good troops from among the Ḫaneans whom you are counting 

(purifying), and station them at the gate of my palace.” 

Here tu-ub-ba-bu is the D-stem durative form of ebēbum, and literally means “you are 

purifying.” In context, however, the verb refers to the counting or registration of a particular 

group. The important point is that the result of this census leads directly to the selection of 

soldiers. This text therefore shows that Mari tēbibtum was not merely an administrative count, 

but an act connected with military mobilization. 

The use of tēbibtum in the sense of census-taking at Mari is especially noteworthy. Outside 

Mari, this Akkadian term is generally associated with purification rites. For example, in tablet 

W.20030/3, which deals with the mīs pî ritual, tēbibtum appears as a purification rite performed 

for the king and his people: 

“[LUGAL] u UN.MEŠ-šú te-bi-ib-te [i-šak]-[ka-nu]” 

“Let the king and his people perform purification rites.”136  

                                                 
Possibilities of Biblical Memory,” Rev. Assyriol. Archéologie Orient. 92.1 (1998): 41–78; Daniel E. Fleming, 

“Mari’s Large Public Tent and the Priestly Tent Sanctuary,” Vetus Testam. 50.Fasc. 4 (2000): 18–19. 
135 Kupper, Les Nomades, 32; Speiser, “Census and Ritual Expiation,” 18–19.  
136 Werner R. Mayer, “Seleukidische Rituale Aus Warka Mit Emesal-Gebeten,” Orientalia 47.3 (1978): 444–48. 
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In AO. 6451, a cultic text from the Anu ziggurat at Uruk, tēbibtum also appears with a strong 

ritual meaning in the context of a “hand-purification rite”: 

“a-na dAni ù An-tum ša šame-e ù dBibbêPl 7-šu-nu a-na sa-al-qa i-na te-bi-ib-tum 

qâtêII ina paramaḫḫi ziq-qur-rat dAni ki-ma ša ûmi 16kam ša araḫṭebêti innippu-uš” 

“For Anu and Antu of heaven and for the seven planets, an offering shall be made with the 

hand-purification rite at the parakku in the ziggurat of Anu, just as on the sixteenth day of 

the month Ṭebētu.”137 

These usages show that the basic meaning of tēbibtum is not administrative registration but 

ritual purification. Therefore, the fact that this term is used at Mari to designate census-taking 

suggests that the Mari census was understood not as a merely secular administrative act, but as 

an event bound up with purity or ritual management. This point becomes even clearer in ARM 

V 65. In this text, Asqudum, a servant of Iašmaḫ-Addu, performs activities related to the census 

at Sagarâtum and then takes omens for the welfare of the city. Among the Mari census texts, 

ARM I 87, IV 57, V 65, and ARMT XXVI 168 require special attention, and I shall briefly 

analyze them below. 

 

4. ARM V 65 

This text contains material in which the act of census-taking is directly connected with ritual 

practice: 

“i-na te-bi-ib-ti warḫim an-ni-in it-ti-šu ana Sa-ga-ra-timki a-tu-ra-ma te-re-tim a-na šu-

lum a-limki Sa-ga-ra-timki ana ITU 6 KAM e-pu-úš-ma te-re-tum ša-al-ma ù ki-ma” 

“In connection with the census (purification) of this month, I returned with him to 

Sagarâtum, and I took the omens (têretim) for the welfare of the city of Sagarâtum for the 

sixth month, and the omens were favorable.” (Rev. 15-21) 

This text shows that census-taking was combined with divinatory practice. After carrying out 

the census (tēbibtum), Asqudum takes omens (têretum) in order to confirm the well-being of 

Sagarâtum, and he reports his intention to carry out similar measures later at Terqa, Subrum, 

and Mari. What matters here is that the census does not end as a simple administrative 

procedure, but is accompanied by a ritual procedure of verification concerning the welfare of 

                                                 
137 François Thureau-Dangin, Rituels Accadiens (E. Leroux, 1921), 79. For further discussion of the purificatory 

meaning of tēbibtum, cf. Spätbabylonische Texte aus Uruk 27:6 (“ašar te-b[i-ib-ti]”, “a place of purification”); 

Cuneiform Texts from Babylonian Tablets in the British Museum, Part 24:39 (“Šamaš ša te-bi-ib-ti”, “Šamaš of 

purification”); Bauer, Asb. 2:74 r.8 (“liššakin te-bi-ib-tú”, “let a purification ritual be established”); see also 

CAD T, s.v. tēbibtu; AHw, s.v. tēbibtum. 
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the city. This suggests that the census was perceived as an event capable of affecting communal 

well-being. 

 

5. ARM IV 57 

ARM IV 57 may be interpreted in a similar direction. After the census, the text states: 

 “li-ib-bi ma-a-tim ut-ti-[i]ḫ” 

 “The heart of the land became calm.” (Tr. 10-11) 

On the basis of this expression, Kupper argued that tēbibtum was primarily a ritual act and that 

census-taking was its secondary function.138 What is noteworthy is that a similar expression is 

also found in the Neo-Assyrian šar pūḫi ritual.139 The šar pūḫi ritual was performed when a 

particular eclipse or ominous sign occurred. A substitute king was selected and allowed to act 

as king for one hundred days; afterward, the substitute king and the royal furnishings were 

burned. In this way, the king and the state were freed from evil, and the real king returned to 

the throne after performing rituals such as Bīt rimki and Bīt salā’ mê.140 Furthermore, according 

to SAA X 210 (= ABL 361) and 212 (= ABL 4), the substitute king and Esarhaddon went to 

the qersu, which developed from the Mari portable tent, in order to perform purification rites 

for the šar pūḫi ritual. This is because the qersu functioned as a ritual space for the removal of 

pollution in times of war.141 In this light, the expression in ARM IV 57, libbi mātim uttiḫ (“the 

heart of the land became calm”), may suggest that communal stability was restored after the 

census. This expression alone does not prove that the census directly produced pollution or 

disaster. Nevertheless, the statement that “the heart of the land” became calm after the census 

shows at least that this act was understood within the sphere of communal instability and 

restoration. Especially when one considers that census-taking in other Mari texts is repeatedly 

associated with divination, purification terminology, and military mobilization, ARM IV 57 

                                                 
138 Kupper, Les Nomades, 31. 
139 Speiser, “Census and Ritual Expiation in Mari and Israel,” 20. “libbi nušaškinšunu ittūḫū”, “Their heart is at 

peace”; cf. Robert Francis Harper, Assyrian and Babylonian Letters Belonging to the Kouyunjik Collections of 

the British Museum, IV (University of Chicago Press, 1896), 436 [K. 168:rev. 7-8]. 
140 Simo Parpola, Letters from Assyrian and Babylonian Scholars, State Archives of Assyria Volume 10 

(Helsinki University Press, 1993) [SAA X]; W. G. Lambert, “A Part of the Ritual for the Substitute King,” Arch. 

Für Orientforsch. 18 (1957): 109–12; cf. Jens E. Braarvig and Velizar Sadovski, Ritual Texts and Contexts: 

Philology, Pragmatics, and Cultural History (Hermes, 2020).  
141 May, “The Qersu in Neo-Assyrian Cultic Setting,” 445–58. May argues “This letter connects qersu 

specifically with purification.”; Cranz, “Impurity and Ritual in the Priestly Source and Assyro-Babylonian 

Incantations,” 169–74. 



European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 2 (2026) 

 

61 

becomes an important piece of evidence for understanding the census as an event concerned 

with the management of communal risk. 

 

6. ARM I 87 

ARM I 87 likewise demonstrates the social risk of census-taking. In this letter, Šamši-Addu 

advises his son Iašmaḫ-Addu not to conduct a census of the Ḫanean groups, since it could 

provoke their anger. The issue in this text is not explicitly ritual pollution but political and social 

resistance. Nevertheless, the evidence shows that census-taking was not a neutral administrative 

act, but a sensitive event capable of provoking anxiety and resistance among a particular group. 

This social risk supports the view that census-taking was connected with military mobilization, 

control, and communal instability. 

 

7. Other Relevant sources from Chagar Bazar and Rome 

The Chagar Bazar texts related to Mari also show the connection between census-taking and 

ritual practice. Texts such as A 971, A 978, and AOAT 3:24, 36 record that on “the day of the 

census” (inūma tēbibtim), pure persons (LÚ.MEŠ ebbūtim) offered sacrifices (SA.DUG4 or 

DI.SAG). This evidence suggests that tēbibtum was not simply an act of counting but was 

performed within a ritual context involving offerings.142 Thus, in the Mari-related evidence, 

tēbibtum appears to have retained its basic meaning of “purification” while also extending to 

designate a specific act of counting or registration. 

 The Roman lustrum may also be mentioned as comparative evidence. Dionysius of 

Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 4.22; Livy, Ab urbe condita 1.44; and Varro, De lingua 

Latina 6.11 indicate that a purification rite was performed after the census (lustrum), and that 

the very name lustrum derived from the fact that the census was carried out together with a 

purification rite. Weinfeld suggested that this Roman custom may have been related to an 

eastern tradition. What matters here, however, is not whether direct transmission occurred, but 

                                                 
142 C. J. Gadd, “Tablets from Chagar Bazar and Tall Brak, 1937-38,” Iraq 7.1 (1940): 27, 54; Oswald Loretz, 

“Texte Aus Chagar Bazar Und Tell Brak/1,” Texte Aus Chagar Bazar Tell Brak (1969). 
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that the combination of census-taking and purification rites appears in comparable ways in 

different ancient societies.143 

The evidence surveyed above shows that census-taking at Mari was not understood merely 

as an administrative procedure. Mari tēbibtum appears in connection with counting, military 

mobilization, divination, offerings, and communal stability. It is therefore plausible to 

understand the Mari census as an event that exposed the community to a particular dangerous 

condition, a danger that was handled through the language of purification and ritual 

management. Yet this evidence leaves one important question unresolved: why was census-

taking understood as a dangerous act that required such purification measures? The following 

section addresses this question from the perspective of impurity and embodied experiences of 

danger. 

 

8. Military Census and Embodied Risk 

To explain why census-taking was understood as a dangerous act requiring purification or 

expiation, it is necessary first to consider the nature of impurity. Since Mary Douglas’s Purity 

and Danger, biblical studies and ancient Near Eastern studies have tended to understand purity 

and impurity primarily as symbolic classification systems or as expressions of social order. 

More recent research, however, especially the work of Yitzhaq Feder, has emphasized that 

impurity cannot be adequately explained by symbolic theology alone, but is deeply connected 

with concrete and embodied experiences such as disgust, pollution, contagion, and disease.144 

According to Feder, the concept of impurity did not begin with an abstract theological system 

that was then applied downward to concrete regulations. Rather, it began with the actual human 

experience of pollution and the risk of contagion and developed from there into social norms 

and theological discourse. He describes this process as a “bottom-up” process. Images of 

disgust and contagion arising from contact with filth, corpses, and the sick first take shape at 

the experiential level; they are then organized into social norms and ritual codes; and finally, 

                                                 
143 Moshe Weinfeld, “The Census of Mari, Israel and Rome / בישראל וברומא העתיקה ,במארי ’מיפקד’ה,” Zion ג .ציון נו

(1991) [Hebrew]: 233–37; August Dillmann, Die Bücher Exodus Und Leviticus (S. Hirzel, 1897), 352–54. 
144 Yitzhaq Feder, Purity and Pollution in the Hebrew Bible: From Embodied Experience to Moral Metaphor 

(Cambridge University Press, 2022), 3–10. For example, he observes that in the ancient Near East (lapāṭu), 

Israel (n-g-ʿ), Rome (com-tangere), and Greece (epaphē), impurity and calamity are consistently expressed 

through the language of “contact.” This recurring linguistic pattern suggests that impurity was not merely a 

symbolic category, but was understood as grounded in real experiences of contagion and pollution. 
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they are systematized within theological discourse.145 Feder therefore identifies three sources 

of impurity: “uncleanness,” “infection,” and “stain of transgression,” while regarding the third 

category as a later development.146 From this perspective, impurity should be understood not 

merely as “matter out of place,” but as the conceptualization of danger and pollution actually 

experienced by the community. 

This perspective is useful for explaining the ritual danger of census-taking. The reason a 

census required purification or expiation may not have been that the act of counting itself was 

inherently ominous, but that it was connected with a particular collective experience of risk. In 

particular, the census at issue in the biblical and Mari evidence is generally connected with 

military mobilization. A military census calculates the capacity for warfare, organizes troops, 

and brings the community into a state of war. It was therefore not simply an administrative act 

of counting people, but an act that anticipated the dangers of war, death, corpse contamination, 

and disease in the camp. Of course, the census itself does not directly transmit disease or 

produce corpse contamination. Yet a census connected with military mobilization brings the 

community into the world of war, that is, into a situation in which the possibilities of death and 

infection are concentrated. Ancient societies could therefore perceive census-taking as an event 

that opened the possibility of communal disaster. This is comparable to the šar puḫi ritual, in 

which a lunar eclipse, was understood to generate impurity or danger within the community 

and therefore required the performance of the substitute-king ritual, even before it had brought 

about any actual harm. As Sarna and Dillmann already briefly suggested, the danger of the 

census may be explained in connection with the experience of death in war and epidemic 

disease within the camp.147 This interpretation also explains why not every act of counting in 

the Hebrew Bible is associated with ransom or plague. The counting of the Levites or the 

firstborn is carried out without a ransom requirement or any threat of plague. It is because these 

censuses are not for military mobilization, but for the organization of cultic service, affiliation, 

and substitutionary relationships. By contrast, the censuses at issue in Exodus 30 and 2 Samuel 

24 are connected with the counting of the whole community, especially of a group related to 

                                                 
145 Feder, Purity and Pollution, 18–19; See also, Yitzhaq Feder, “Pentateuchal and Ancient Near Eastern Ritual,” 

in The Oxford Handbook of the Pentateuch (Oxford University Press, 2021), 426. 
146 Ibid., 53-54; Yitzhaq Feder, “Contagion and Cognition: Bodily Experience and the Conceptualization of 

Pollution (Ṭumʾah) in the Hebrew Bible,” J. East. Stud. 72.2 (2013): 151–67. 
147 Nahum M. Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Exodus (The Jewish Publication Society, 1991), 195; 

Dillmann, Die Bücher Exodus Und Leviticus, 353. In Feder’s terms, the “infection” image led to the perception 

of the census as an impure act. 
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the possibility of war. Thus, the problem lies not in counting in general, but in a particular kind 

of census that entails military risk. 

In this respect, the interpretation offered here differs from Benno Jacob’s theory of 

preventive expiation. Jacob argues that a ransom was required in advance to expiate the acts of 

killing in a future war. However, the concept of impurity, as it developed into a theological 

category, was understood as a subtle substance that could cling to the human body and cause 

misfortune or disease, and therefore had to be removed through purification rites.148 It is 

therefore more appropriate to understand  כפרat the time of the census not as anticipatory 

expiation for future acts of killing, but as an act that removes or neutralizes impurity, the ritual 

danger produced by the census itself. The ransom, then, should not be understood as a device 

for receiving forgiveness in advance for future sin, but as a means of neutralizing the communal 

danger caused by impurity so that disaster does not become actualized. 

Yet an important problem still remains. If census-taking can be carried out by divine 

command, why is it still understood as a dangerous condition capable of producing disaster? In 

other words, how can divine command and the occurrence of plague be narrated together? This 

problem can be explained more clearly by examining the way impurity and sin generate disaster 

in the ancient Near East and the Hebrew Bible, that is, by considering the relationship between 

divine punishment and automatic retribution. The following section will address this issue. 

 

9. Automatic Retribution 

As argued in the preceding section, census-taking may be understood as an act that generates a 

communal state of danger connected with military mobilization. Yet this explanation still leaves 

one problem unresolved. Exodus 30:12 and 2 Samuel 24 do not describe the disaster associated 

with census-taking merely as a natural consequence or as a form of social risk. Both texts 

describe the disaster in the language of divine punishment. 

The “plague” in those texts is expressed by the Hebrew terms  נגףand דבר. These terms 

denote divine punishment. The former, for example, refers either to God’s striking and 

defeating foreign armies (Exod 8:2; 12:23; 1 Sam 7:10), or to his striking his own people so as 

to bring about death (2 Sam 12:15; 1 Sam 26:10; 1 Sam 25:38; Judg 20:35, etc.). The latter 

                                                 
148 Stefan M. Maul, “Zukunftsbewältigung. Eine Untersuchung Altorientalischen Denkens Anhand Der 

Babylonisch-Assyrischen Löserituale (Namburbi)” (1994): 5–10. 
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likewise denotes a pestilence brought upon Israel or foreign nations by the hand of God (Exod 

9:15; Ezek 28:23; Jer 42:17, etc.).149 Thus, the disaster that follows the census is clearly 

expressed in the language of divine punishment. 

 The problem arises here. If census-taking can be performed by divine command, why 

can it still bring about disaster? In other words, how can divine command and divine plague be 

narrated within the same event? This tension can be better explained by examining the way 

divine punishment operates in the ancient Near East and in the Bible, that is, by considering the 

mechanism of retribution. David P. Wright has noted that, in Hittite and Mesopotamian 

purification rituals, evil or impurity was not necessarily understood only as the direct action of 

a personal demon or deity. Purification rituals often function as mechanical procedures that 

remove evil from a particular object or transfer it to another.150 Similarly, on the basis of Hittite 

ritual texts, Feder argues that the concept of divine punishment was not understood simply as 

the action of a personal god, but increasingly came to be expressed as an impersonal and 

autonomous mechanism. For example, in later Hittite texts, the interchange between NĪŠ 

DINGIRMEŠ (the oath deities), and NĪŠ DINGIR-LIM (the divine oath), as well as the use of 

lingai- (oath) as the subject that pursues and seizes the transgressor, shows a conceptual shift 

from the idea that the gods punish to the idea that the oath itself carries out punishment. 

Moreover, Feder argues that this developmental tendency is attested not only in Hittite sources 

but also in Mesopotamia and Israel. In the Mesopotamian Šurpu ritual, for example, māmītu 

develops in meaning from “an oath accompanied by a curse” to “the curse itself,” suggesting 

that disaster could be understood as a mechanism capable of operating without the direct 

intervention of a particular deity (Šurpu III, 130–133). A similar conception is also found in the 

Bible. The reason spilled blood must be covered when it remains on the ground (Lev 17:13; 

Ezek 24:7–8; Job 16:8), or must be expiated by the community (Deut 21:1–9), is that blood 

functions as a force that can bring disaster upon the community, beyond being merely a moral 

violation.151 Finally, Feder points out that Leviticus 14 omits the therapeutic rite found in other 

ancient Near Eastern texts for the treatment of saḫaršubbu (skin disease). He explains this 

omission as an attempt to suppress the view of disease as a “demonic attack” or “divine 

                                                 
149 Preuss, “נגף,” Theological Dictionary of Old Testament IX; Mayer, “דֶבֶר,” Theological Dictionary of the Old 

Testament III; cf. Stephen C. Russell, “David’s Threshing Floor: On Royal Dedication of Land to the Gods,” in 

The King and the Land: A Geography of Royal Power in the Biblical World (Oxford University Press, 2016), 19, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199361885.003.0002. 
150 Wright, The Disposal of Impurity, 261–63. 
151 Feder, “The Mechanics of Retribution in Hittite, Mesopotamian and Ancient Israelite Sources,” J. Anc. East. 

Relig. 10.2 (2010): 119–57. 
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punishment” and to imply a proto-naturalistic mechanism for the occurrence of disease.152 

Accordingly, one may suggest that, in Israel, the notion of sin as the cause of disease was 

weakened in certain ritual contexts, while the occurrence of disease came increasingly to be 

understood in mechanical or proto-naturalistic terms. 

These materials show that divine punishment and automatic retribution are not necessarily 

opposed to one another. In the ancient Near East and in the Bible, disaster is expressed, on the 

one hand, in the language of divine judgment; on the other hand, it may also be understood as 

the result that occurs when a particular state of pollution, transgression, oath violation, 

bloodshed, or impurity has come into being. Divine punishment, then, does not always mean 

the direct and arbitrary intervention of a deity. At times, it is described as an automatic 

consequence that follows when the ritual and moral order established in the world has been 

violated.153 From this perspective, the relationship between census-taking and plague can also 

be reinterpreted. Census-taking may be performed by divine command, yet it simultaneously 

exposes the community to a dangerous condition involving war, death, corpse contamination, 

and epidemic disease. This dangerous condition was not merely a symbolic anxiety, but could 

be understood within ancient ritual thought as a real force capable of producing disaster. 

Therefore, the fact that a census was carried out by divine command does not automatically 

nullify the dangerous mechanism generated by the act itself. The relationship between census-

taking and plague should thus be explained through the conjunction of divine punishment and 

automatic retribution. The Bible describes the plague as divine judgment, but that judgment can 

be understood as operating through a ritual mechanism activated when a particular dangerous 

condition arises. In this respect, census-taking illustrates the process by which impurity and sin 

alike came to be conceptualized as dangerous conditions capable of producing disaster. On the 

basis of this discussion, the following section examines how Mari’s purification language, 

tēbibtum, and the Hebrew Bible’s expiatory language, כפר, come to perform the same function 

within different ritual systems. 

 

10. From Purification to כפר: Biblical Reconfiguration 

                                                 
152 Feder, Purity and Pollution, 80, 90, 105, 261–62. 
153 Similar tensions appear elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible. For instance, sexual activity associated with the 

divine command to “be fruitful and multiply” (Gen 1:28) nevertheless renders a person temporarily impure (Lev 

15:16–18), and the ritual of the red heifer, though intended to remove impurity, renders those who perform it 

impure (Num 19:7–10). These cases suggest that divine command or ritual purpose does not negate the operation 

of impurity, which can function according to its own quasi-autonomous logic. 
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The materials examined above show that census-taking was understood both at Mari and in the 

Hebrew Bible as an act involving a certain degree of ritual danger. Yet the two traditions 

express this danger in different languages. In the Mari documents, census-taking is described 

with tēbibtum, the language of purification, whereas in the Hebrew Bible the same type of 

danger is handled through כפר, the language of ransom and expiation. This difference is not 

merely a matter of lexical choice. It shows that the same dangerous condition was interpreted 

within different ritual-conceptual systems.  

The systems of purification and expiation are originally based on different logics. The 

purification system presupposes pollution arising from embodied experiences such as contact, 

death, disease, and contagion, and its purpose is the removal of pollution. In this system, the 

problem is not relational guilt so much as a state of impurity that adheres to persons or spaces 

and threatens the community. The expiatory system, by contrast, is more closely related to sin, 

bloodshed, compensation, responsibility, and the restoration of the relationship between deity 

and human beings. In this system, the problem is not merely pollution, but the responsibility 

and consequences generated by transgression. The two systems therefore operate with different 

explanatory logics: contamination removal on the one hand, and expiation or relational 

restoration on the other. 

 Yet in the ritual language of the Hebrew Bible, these two systems are not completely 

separate. At their center stands כפר. The nominal form  פֶר  means “propitiatory gift” orכֹּ

“ransom,” while the verbal form  כִפֶרis used in some contexts with the sense of appeasement, 

compensation, or ransom (e.g., Gen 32:20; Prov 16:14; Num 16:46–48). This is likely why the 

LXX renders the term with ἱλάσκομαι. Moreover, the Hittite verb šarnink-, “to compensate,” 

which corresponds to כִפֶר, suggests that ancient Near Eastern sacrificial rites involving blood 

could serve to compensate for bloodguilt and related offenses.154 Yet the same Hebrew verb is 

also used in the cultic contexts of Leviticus to refer not only to sin but also to the removal of 

impurity. The  חטאתoffering “atones for” or “purifies” (כפר) both sins (עון ,חטאת ,פשע) and 

impurity (טמאה) (e.g., Lev 4:26; 16:16, 21) 

In this way,  כפרencompasses different semantic domains and already contains a 

conceptual tension within itself. 155 Feder explains this phenomenon, in which one word bears 

two meanings, as follows:  כפרoriginally had the sense of “propitiating” victims, but gradually 

                                                 
154 Feder, Blood Expiation, 2, 215–27. 
155 Ibid, 169–70. 
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developed into the idea of paying the price through the offender’s blood, or life, and this in turn 

developed into the Levitical concept of atonement through animal blood.156 In other words, the 

expiatory rite that removes sin through blood was later integrated into the impurity system, but 

it had a different origin from the imagery of “uncleanness” and “infection.” Feder distinguishes 

this as a third category, the “stain of transgression.” This kind of impurity cannot be erased by 

washing or by ordinary ritual treatment; it must be paid for with blood (cf. Num 35:33–34; Gen 

9:6).157 

Through this process, Feder argues that the shared use of kipper for both expiation and 

purification suggests an earlier association between severe bodily impurity and sin.158 This 

explanation can account in part for the semantic expansion of כפר, but it does not sufficiently 

explain why the same phenomenon is expressed through different ritual languages, namely 

purification and expiation. I propose a different explanation. As argued above, in ancient Near 

Eastern and biblical evidence, impurity does not arise merely from a symbolic system but from 

actual experiences of danger and pollution, and this impurity developed into a mechanism 

capable of generating disaster automatically. Likewise, spilled blood or transgression also 

functions as a force that can bring disaster upon the community. As Deuteronomy 21:1–9 and 

Ugaritic and Nuzi materials show, communal expiation is required even when the perpetrator 

cannot be identified.159 The idea that bloodguilt (ešḫar) remains on the land and brings disaster, 

and therefore must be compensated for or expiated (ešḫar šanḫ-, “to demand blood”; šarni(n)k-

, “to compensate” or “to expiate”), is also found in Hittite sources.160 In this way, spilled blood, 

like impurity, remains on the land and automatically calls forth retribution.161  

Thus, although impurity and sin have different origins, both are conceptualized as 

dangerous conditions capable of producing communal disaster. Impurity can bring disaster 

through contact and pollution, while sin can bring disaster through bloodshed or transgression. 

                                                 
156 Ibid., 167–196. See, especially, 195. 
157 Feder, Purity and Pollution, 53–54. The distinction between the first two categories and the final one closely 

corresponds to the scholarly distinction between “ritual impurity” and “moral impurity.” cf. Jonathan Klawans, 

Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism (Oxford University Press, 2000), 21–31. 
158 Feder, Purity and Pollution, 99. 
159 For Ugarit, see Bruce Wells, “What Is Biblical Law? A Look at Pentateuchal Rules and Near Eastern 

Practice,” Cathol. Biblic. Q. 70.2 (2008): 236–38; For Nuzi, see Cyrus H. GORDON, “An Akkadian Parallel to 

Deuteronomy 21: 1ff,” Rev. Assyriol. Archéologie Orient. 33.1 (1936): 1–6. 
160 Feder, Blood Expiation, 223–24. 
161 Ibid., 252–53. Feder argues “Whereas the earliest phase of this belief seems to relate to the belief that the 

blood of the murdered person, bearing his vital spirit, screams out for vengeance from the gods, the later 

conception described in both the Hittite and biblical evidence depicts “bloodguilt” as a stain that activates a 

mechanical process of retribution. This mechanical notion was described above as representing a transition from 

the idea of “propitiating” (the blood, the victim’s kin, the gods) to “expiating” (the guilt).” 
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As the two systems come to address the same problem, namely the removal of a dangerous 

condition that threatens the community, purification and expiation become functionally close 

to one another and converge within the חטאת system, which deals with the removal of evil. As 

a result, within the ritual system of the Hebrew Bible, כפר functions as an integrative ritual 

language encompassing both the removal of pollution and the expiation of sin. It is therefore 

understandable that scholars such as Milgrom have proposed translating חטאת not as “sin 

offering” but as “purification offering,” since within this integrated system כפר clearly comes 

to mean not only “atonement” but also “purification” in the context of the חטאת rite.162 

 What is important in this process is the changing mode by which divine punishment was 

understood to operate. The mechanism of automatic retribution discussed above allows disaster 

to be understood not as the intentional action of a particular deity, but as an impersonal result 

that occurs when certain conditions are fulfilled. Within this framework, impurity and sin are 

both reconstructed as factors that generate disaster through the same mechanism, and the two 

concepts consequently become integrated into the same category of problem. That is, 

contamination and transgression are both understood as “dangerous conditions” that must be 

removed, and the corresponding rituals likewise perform the same function: removal and 

neutralization. 

From this perspective, it is also possible to explain why the Hebrew Bible uses the 

expiatory language of כפר in connection with the census rather than the language of purification, 

even though census-taking derives from the production of impurity associated with the imagery 

of “infection” rather than from the “stain of transgression” associated with bloodguilt. Census-

taking was perceived as an act that exposed the community to the dangers of death and epidemic 

disease, and this danger was understood, like impurity, as something capable of producing 

disaster automatically. Therefore, the ritual that removes this danger performs the same 

function as a purification rite, but within the already integrated biblical ritual system it is 

expressed through the expiatory language of כפר. 

Ultimately, the shift from tēbibtum to כפר is not merely a difference of translation or 

regional vocabulary. It shows that two different ritual systems, impurity and sin, gradually 

                                                 
162 Jacob Milgrom, “Sin-Offering or Purification-Offering?,” Vetus Testam. 21.Fasc. 2 (1971): 237–39; Jacob 

Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, The Anchor Yale Bible Commentary (Doubleday, 1998), 253–54. This line of 

development continues consistently into the Qumran and New Testament periods. At Qumran, sin and impurity 

are treated as virtually identical, and in the New Testament as well the boundary between the two becomes 

blurred. The blurring of the distinction between impurity and sin in the Hebrew Bible may therefore provide an 

intermediate stage in the later identification of sin and impurity in Qumran and the New Testament. On the 

concept of impurity in Qumran and the New Testament, see, Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 75, 143. 
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converged functionally as they came to explain the same mechanism of disaster. Mari provides 

a case in which the danger of census-taking is expressed in the language of purification, while 

the Hebrew Bible provides a case in which the same type of danger is reconfigured within the 

integrative ritual language of כפר. In this respect, census-taking is an important case for 

understanding how purification and expiation were integrated within the ritual thought of the 

Hebrew Bible. 

 

11. Conclusion 

This article has argued, through a combined examination of biblical and ancient Near Eastern 

evidence, that census-taking was perceived not as a merely administrative act but as an event 

that exposed the community to danger. The fact that census-taking in the Mari documents is 

expressed by the purification term tēbibtum shows that this act was understood in close 

connection with impurity and invites reconsideration of the meaning of כפר required at the time 

of a census in the Bible. 

Previous scholarship has explained census-taking as an infringement upon divine 

sovereignty, as military expiation, or as an ominous act. Yet these interpretations do not 

sufficiently account for both the biblical texts and the ancient Near Eastern evidence. By 

contrast, this article has understood the census as an act connected with preparation for war and 

has argued that the experiences of death and epidemic disease associated with this process led 

census-taking to be perceived as dangerous. This interpretation accords with recent studies that 

connect the concept of impurity with embodied experience. 

This article has also emphasized that both impurity and sin were understood as forces 

capable of producing disaster. Through the concept of automatic retribution, it has shown that 

disaster could be understood not merely as the direct intervention of a deity, but as a result that 

occurs under certain conditions. Within this mode of thought, impurity and sin gradually 

converge as categories that address the same problem. 

This convergence leads to the integration of ritual language. Although Mari uses tēbibtum 

and the Bible uses כפר, both terms perform the function of removing a condition that threatens 

the community. Therefore, כפר should be understood not merely as expiation, but as a concept 

that also includes the removal of a dangerous condition. 
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Ultimately, the transition from tēbibtum to כפר is the result of different ritual systems 

explaining the same mechanism of disaster. This perspective provides an interpretive 

framework for understanding the biblical ritual system and the concept of כפר more coherently. 
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1. Introduction 

Genesis 22 has long attracted philological attention because of the remarkable density of its 

verbal forms, lexical choices, and syntactic sequencing within a mere nineteen verses. The 

narrative of the binding of Isaac (the Aqedah, from the Hebrew root ʿqd (עקד), “to bind”) has 

generated a vast body of interpretive, homiletical, and philosophical commentary across 

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. 

Yet despite this extensive reception history, relatively little scholarly attention has been devoted 

to grounding the study of that reception in a sustained philological account of the Hebrew 

source text itself, or to tracing systematically how English Bible translators have handled those 

specific Hebrew features. The semantics of the Piel verb nissāh (נִסָה), the imperative chain of 

verse 2, the repeated wayyiqtol narrative sequence, the accusative particle ʾet (אֶת) that marks 

each affected participant, and the semantic range of šāḥaṭ (ט  including its possible sacrificial ,(שָׁחַּ

associations, all present translation challenges whose resolution shapes subsequent theological 

readings. 

Who acts upon whom, and how does the Hebrew grammar itself encode this? How is divine 

command marked morphosyntactically, and how is it rendered in English? Is Abraham’s 

response volitional, compelled, or instrumental, and what does the Hebrew verbal system 

permit or foreclose? How is Isaac represented as the affected participant through the Hebrew 

system of participant marking, and how is that representation reproduced, softened, or 

intensified in translation? These are not merely stylistic questions; they are philologically 

grounded and theologically consequential choices embedded in every act of translation. 

This study proceeds from the foundational premise of Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) 

that language does not simply reflect reality but construes it, and from the parallel premise of 

Biblical Hebrew philology that the grammatical system of the source text is the primary 

evidence against which any translation must be assessed. As Halliday (1994, p. xiii) argues, 

grammar “is a theory of human experience,” a system through which speakers and writers 

construe their worlds. 

This is true of Biblical Hebrew as the source system and equally true of each target-language 

rendering. When translators render nissāh (נִסָה) in Genesis 22:1 as "tempted" (KJV), "tested" 

(RSV, NIV, NRSV, ESV), or "tested Abraham's faith" (NLT), they reflect differing translation 

philosophies and historical stages of English usage. These choices may be evaluated in light of 
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the Hebrew verb's morphology, attested semantic range, and the historical semantics of the 

English renderings. 

Two analytical terms require definition at the outset. Foregrounding refers to the SFL concept 

of making a participant or process more linguistically salient through naming, activation in a 

process role, or selection of process type, in contrast to backgrounding, which refers to the 

grammatical elision or reduction of a participant’s salience through pronominal substitution, 

passive voice, or omission (Thompson, 2004; Eggins, 2004). Activation refers to the 

representation of social actors as the active, dynamic forces in an activity; passivation refers to 

their representation as undergoing rather than performing an action (van Leeuwen, 1996, 2008). 

These terms are distinguished throughout from the related but non-identical concept of agency, 

which denotes the capacity to act, whereas activation/passivation describes the grammatical 

representation of that capacity, a representation that this study argues is already substantially 

determined at the level of the Hebrew source text before any translation decision is made. 

The Aqedah presents a particularly rich site for integrated philological and transitivity analysis 

because it concentrates, within nineteen verses, the full range of Hebrew verbal stems, 

participant marking, and process types that both Biblical Hebrew grammar and SFL identify as 

central to the construction of narrative experience. The passage moves from a Piel verb of divine 

intention in v. 1, through a waw-consecutive imperative and narrative chain of command and 

dialogue in vv. 2, 7–8, 11–12, to the accusative-marked material processes of the sacrifice itself 

in vv. 9–10, and back to verbal processes of divine blessing in vv. 15–18. At each stage, the 

Hebrew grammar makes certain agency constructions available and forecloses others; 

translators then make further lexicogrammatical choices, within or against those Hebrew 

constraints, that subtly or dramatically reshape the distribution of agency among God, 

Abraham, and Isaac. 

This study makes three principal contributions. First, it provides a sustained philological 

analysis of the Hebrew text of Genesis 22, integrating verbal morphology, participant marking, 

narrative syntax, and lexical semantics in close dialogue with contemporary Biblical Hebrew 

scholarship. Second, it combines this philological foundation with Systemic Functional 

Linguistics and van Leeuwen's social actor framework to analyse six major English translations, 

demonstrating how agency is preserved or reshaped through lexicogrammatical choice. Third, 

it situates these linguistic findings within the broader reception history of the Aqedah, showing 
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how translation philosophy interacts with the grammatical constraints of the Hebrew source 

text to shape theological interpretation. 

1.1 Research Questions 

This study is guided by the following research questions: 

RQ1: What morphosyntactic and lexical-semantic features characterise the Hebrew source text 

of Genesis 22:1–19 at its key narrative moments, and what range of agency constructions 

does the Hebrew grammar itself make available? 

RQ2: How do process type distributions in Genesis 22:1–19 vary across the six selected English 

translations at these same narrative moments, relative to what the Hebrew source text 

grammaticalises? 

RQ3: How are the principal social actors (God, Abraham, Isaac, and the angel of the LORD) 

constructed through activation, passivation, and naming practices across the six 

translations, and how faithfully do these constructions track the Hebrew's own participant 

marking? 

RQ4: What are the theological and ideological implications of the observed patterns of agency 

construction, with reference to the translation philosophies and theological traditions of 

the producing communities? 

2. Theoretical Framework 

2.1 The Grammar of Biblical Hebrew Narrative 

Biblical Hebrew narrative prose is organised around the wayyiqtol (waw-consecutive 

imperfect) form, the default narrative-sequential verb that advances events through a chain of 

temporally and logically ordered actions (Waltke & O’Connor, 1990, §§29.2–29.4; Joüon & 

Muraoka, 2006, §§118–119). Genesis 22 is particularly rich in such sequences. Verses 3, 6, 9, 

10, and 19 each contain successive wayyiqtol forms in which the subject is named at the 

beginning of the chain and omitted in the verbs that follow, in accordance with standard Hebrew 

narrative syntax. Consequently, the explicitly named Actor at the head of the chain remains the 

understood Actor throughout the sequence. Thus, Abraham’s naming in wayyišlaḥ ʾabrāhām 
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בְרָהָם) ח אַּ יִשְׁלַּ  and Abraham stretched out”) anchors his agency across the subsequent“ ,וַּ

coordinated verbs in verse 10. 

A second grammatical resource central to this study is the accusative particle ʾet (אֶת), which 

typically marks a definite direct object and identifies the participant undergoing the action of a 

transitive verb. In Genesis 22, ʾet repeatedly precedes binkā (“your son,” v. 2), yiṣḥāq bənô 

(“Isaac his son,” v. 9), and, in verse 10, yādô (“his hand”), hammaʾăkelet (“the knife”), and 

bənô (“his son”). These markings consistently distinguish Isaac and the sacrificial instruments 

as affected participants rather than Actors within the climactic sequence of the narrative. 

Traditional Hebrew grammars describe ʾet primarily as a marker of the Goal of a transitive verb 

(Waltke & O’Connor, 1990; Joüon & Muraoka, 2006). More recent scholarship, however, has 

shown that its distribution cannot be explained solely by syntactic function. Drawing on 

comparative Semitic evidence, Khan (1984) argued that object marking correlates with 

referential prominence, particularly definiteness and animacy, rather than with syntactic case 

alone. Aissen (2003) extended this insight cross-linguistically through Differential Object 

Marking (DOM), proposing that languages preferentially mark objects that are unusually 

prominent in definiteness or animacy. 

Applying these insights to Biblical Hebrew, Bekins (2014a) demonstrates that although ʾet is 

associated with definite objects, its distribution correlates more closely with affectedness, that 

is, the extent to which a participant undergoes a discernible change of state, than with 

definiteness alone. Zewi (2013) further observes that object marking interacts with discourse 

structure and information packaging, indicating that ʾet reflects both semantic and discourse-

pragmatic considerations. 

Evidence from Biblical Hebrew poetry, prose, and the closely related Moabite Mesha 

Inscription shows that object marking is systematic but not mechanically obligatory. Genre, 

discourse structure, and the semantic properties of the object all influence whether ʾet is 

realised. These findings suggest that an affectedness-based account provides a broader 

explanation of the distribution of ʾet than a purely syntactic Goal analysis. 

For the passages examined in this study, however, the Goal and affectedness analyses converge 

in Genesis 22:9–10. Isaac and the sacrificial instruments are definite referents occurring in 

narrative prose and undergo clear changes of state as the events unfold. Under both frameworks, 

they are predicted to receive overt ʾet marking, precisely as they are marked in the Hebrew text. 
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Accordingly, this study retains Goal as the descriptive category for the transitivity analysis in 

Section 4, ensuring consistency with Halliday’s SFL framework, while recognising the 

affectedness and DOM literature as providing the more comprehensive explanation for the 

broader distribution of ʾet in Biblical Hebrew. 

A third grammatical resource is the Hebrew verbal stem system. Biblical Hebrew verbs are 

organised into a limited set of stems (Qal, Niphal, Piel, Pual, Hiphil, Hophal, and Hithpael), 

each modifying a root’s meaning through distinctions such as simple, intensive, causative, 

passive, or reflexive action (Waltke & O’Connor, 1990, §§21–27). Stem selection therefore 

contributes directly to the representation of agency. 

In Genesis 22, nissāh (נִסָה) in verse 1 appears in the Piel stem, commonly associated with 

intensive or factitive action, whereas wayyaʿăqōd (ד יַּעֲקֹּ ט) in verse 9 and lišḥōṭ (וַּ  in verse 10 (לִשְׁחֹּ

occur in the Qal stem, presenting the binding and intended slaughter as straightforward 

transitive material processes rather than causative or intensified actions. These grammatical 

properties are established independently of any translation and therefore provide the 

philological baseline against which the six English versions analysed in Section 4 are evaluated. 

2.2 Systemic Functional Linguistics and the Transitivity System 

Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) is a framework developed principally by Halliday 

(1985, 1994) and further elaborated through collaborative work with Hasan (1989) and 

Matthiessen (2004), as well as through subsequent theoretical developments by Matthiessen 

(1995), Eggins (2004), and Thompson (2004). The framework conceptualises language as a 

social semiotic system organised around three simultaneous metafunctions: the ideational 

(construing experience), the interpersonal (enacting social relationships), and the textual 

(organising messages). This study focuses primarily on the experiential dimension of the 

ideational metafunction, through which language represents processes, participants, and 

circumstances. 

Within this framework, the transitivity system provides the principal analytical resource. 

Halliday and Matthiessen (2004, p. 170) define transitivity not simply in terms of whether a 

verb governs a direct object, but as the grammatical system through which experience is 

construed. They distinguish six process types: material (doing and happening), mental 

(sensing), relational (being and having), verbal (saying), behavioural (physiological and 

psychological behaviour), and existential (existing). Each process type is associated with 
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characteristic participant roles. Material processes, for example, involve Actors and Goals; 

mental processes involve Sensers and Phenomena; verbal processes involve Sayers, Receivers, 

and Verbiage; while relational processes involve Carriers and Attributes or Tokens and Values. 

This framework is particularly well suited to the analysis of Genesis 22 because it enables 

systematic comparison between the grammatical representation of agency in the Hebrew source 

text and its reconstruction in English translation. Although the Hebrew text establishes 

important participant relations through its verbal morphology, narrative sequencing, and ʾet-

marked objects, translators retain considerable freedom in how those relations are realised in 

English. A single Hebrew clause may therefore be rendered through different transitivity 

configurations, foregrounding or backgrounding participants, representing God's activity 

through different process types, or altering the salience of Isaac while remaining broadly 

faithful to the source text. The transitivity system thus provides a principled means of 

examining how translation choices reshape the distribution of agency without losing sight of 

the grammatical constraints imposed by the Hebrew original. 

2.3 Van Leeuwen's Social Actor Framework 

Van Leeuwen’s (1996, 2008) social actor framework provides a complementary perspective on 

agency in discourse. Whereas transitivity analysis examines the grammatical organisation of 

processes and participants, social actor analysis focuses on how participants are discursively 

represented: whether they are included or excluded, activated or passivated, personalised or 

impersonalised, and identified by name, function, or relational role. In the context of biblical 

narrative, this framework is equally applicable to divine and human participants. 

This study draws primarily on two dimensions of the framework: activation/passivation and 

identification. Activation refers to the representation of social actors as the dynamic performers 

of actions, while passivation represents them as the recipients or affected participants of those 

actions (van Leeuwen, 1996, 2008). As demonstrated in Section 2.1, the Hebrew text of Genesis 

22 establishes many of these participant relations through its verbal morphology and ʾet-

marking. English translations, however, may preserve or reshape these patterns through their 

lexicogrammatical choices. 

Identification concerns the linguistic resources through which participants are represented. 

Social actors may be identified by proper name, pronoun, or relational designation, such as your 

son, your only son, or your beloved son. These choices influence narrative prominence, 
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interpersonal proximity, and the attribution of agency without necessarily altering the 

propositional meaning of the narrative. 

The integration of Biblical Hebrew philology, Halliday’s transitivity system, and van 

Leeuwen’s social actor framework provides a comprehensive analytical model for this study. 

Philological analysis establishes the grammatical resources of the Hebrew source text; 

transitivity analysis examines how processes and participant roles are realised in translation; 

and social actor analysis explores how those participants are discursively represented across the 

translated narratives. Together, these complementary frameworks enable a systematic 

investigation of how agency is preserved, redistributed, or reinterpreted across the English 

translations of Genesis 22. 

2.4 Translation Studies: Philosophy and Agency Encoding 

Translation studies has long distinguished between approaches that prioritise close 

correspondence to the linguistic form of the source text and those that prioritise naturalness and 

communicative effect in the target language. Nida (1964) and Nida and Taber (1969) famously 

characterised this distinction as one between formal equivalence and dynamic equivalence, 

while later work has refined these categories to accommodate a continuum of translation 

strategies rather than a rigid dichotomy (Wilt, 2003). More recently, Strauss and De Waard 

(2011) proposed the concept of optimal equivalence, which seeks to balance fidelity to the 

source text with natural expression in the receptor language. 

The classification of the six English translations examined in this study follows established 

scholarship (Nida & Taber, 1969; Wilt, 2003; Strauss & De Waard, 2011) and is corroborated 

by the translators' own prefaces and committee statements, which are summarised in Table 1. 

The KJV, RSV, and ESV broadly represent formal equivalence traditions, reflecting explicit 

commitments to preserving the lexical and syntactic structure of the Hebrew text (Norton, 2000; 

Crossway, 2001). At the other end of the spectrum, the NLT adopts a dynamic equivalence 

philosophy, emphasising natural communication and equivalent effect (Tyndale House, 2004). 

The NIV occupies an intermediate position, describing its objective as achieving the "closest 

natural equivalent" of the source text, an approach that corresponds closely to Strauss and De 

Waard's (2011) notion of optimal equivalence (International Bible Society, 1978). 

These translation philosophies operate within particular historical moments of English usage. 

The KJV's rendering of nissāh (נִסָה) as "tempted" (1611), for instance, reflects seventeenth-
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century English semantics, where "tempt" could mean "test" or "try" without necessarily 

implying moral enticement. Subsequent translations, produced in twentieth- and twenty-first-

century English, necessarily reflect shifts in lexical meaning. Evaluating translation choices 

therefore requires attention not only to translation philosophy and source-language meaning but 

also to the historical semantics of the receptor language at the point of translation. 

Taken together, translation philosophy, historical language change, and the grammatical 

constraints of the Hebrew source text provide the interpretive framework for the present 

analysis. While translation philosophy influences the degree to which translators reproduce or 

restructure Hebrew grammatical patterns, historical semantics reminds us that lexical choices 

must be interpreted within their original linguistic contexts. The comparative analysis in Section 

4 therefore evaluates agency encoding not in isolation, but in relation to the interaction of 

Hebrew grammar, translation philosophy, and the historical development of English. 

3. Corpus and Methodology 

3.1 Corpus Selection and Rationale 

The study examines Genesis 22:1–19 across six major English Bible translations selected to 

represent a range of translation philosophies, historical periods, and ecclesiastical traditions. 

The Hebrew source text is the Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (BHS, 5th ed., 1997), the standard 

critical edition of the Masoretic Text (MT). 

Because all six English translations are based primarily on the Masoretic Text, the study does 

not investigate textual-critical variants. Differences observed across the corpus are therefore 

analysed as translational decisions rather than as consequences of divergent Hebrew source 

texts. Table 1 summarises the corpus. 

Table 1: Corpus of English Bible Translations 

Abbrev. Year Full Title Translation 

Philosophy 

Tradition / Sponsor 

KJV 1611 King James Version 

(Authorised Version) 

Formal 

equivalence 

Church of England; widely 

used across Protestant 

traditions 
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Abbrev. Year Full Title Translation 

Philosophy 

Tradition / Sponsor 

RSV 1952 Revised Standard Version Formal 

equivalence 

National Council of 

Churches (USA) 

NIV 1978 New International 

Version 

Optimal 

equivalence 

International Bible Society 

NRSV 1989 New Revised Standard 

Version 

Formal 

equivalence 

National Council of 

Churches (USA) 

ESV 2001 English Standard Version Essentially literal Crossway 

NLT 2004 New Living Translation Dynamic 

equivalence 

Tyndale House Publishers 

Note. Translation philosophies follow the classifications adopted in Section 2.4 and are 

supported by the translators' published prefaces (Nida & Taber, 1969; Wilt, 2003; Strauss & 

De Waard, 2011). 

The corpus is intentionally limited to widely used English Protestant and ecumenical 

translations in order to examine how agency is represented within the dominant tradition of 

English Bible translation. Although Jewish translations, such as the NJPS, would provide a 

valuable basis for broader comparative study, they fall outside the scope of the present 

investigation and are identified as a direction for future research in the concluding section. 

3.2 Analytical Procedure 

The analysis proceeded in five stages. First, the Hebrew text of Genesis 22:1–19 (BHS) was 

analysed independently of the English translations to identify verbal stems, tense and aspect, 

participant marking, and other philological features. Second, the corresponding passages from 

the six English translations were aligned with the Hebrew text for parallel comparison. 

Third, each translated clause was coded for transitivity process type (material, mental, 

relational, verbal, behavioural, or existential) and participant roles (e.g., Actor, Goal, Senser, 

Phenomenon) following Halliday and Matthiessen (2004). Where classification was potentially 

ambiguous, particularly at the boundary between behavioural and material processes, decisions 
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were guided by whether the clause encoded an action affecting an identifiable Goal or a non-

transitive physiological behaviour. 

Fourth, the principal participants (God, Abraham, Isaac, and the angel of the LORD) were 

analysed using van Leeuwen's (1996, 2008) social actor framework, with particular attention to 

activation, passivation, and patterns of identification through naming, pronouns, and relational 

expressions. Finally, four narratively significant passages (Genesis 22:1–2, 9–10, 11–12, and 

15–18) were selected for detailed qualitative comparison because they concentrate the principal 

grammatical and theological developments of the narrative. 

To enhance analytical consistency, a random sample comprising approximately 25% of the 

coded clauses was independently annotated by the second author. Inter-coder agreement, 

calculated using Cohen's kappa, was κ = .84, indicating strong reliability. Any disagreements 

were resolved through discussion with reference to the established coding criteria. The Hebrew 

philological analysis was independently verified against HALOT, BDB, and the reference 

grammars of Waltke and O'Connor (1990) and Joüon and Muraoka (2006). 

3.3 Hebrew Philological Methodology 

The comparative analysis is grounded in a philological examination of the Masoretic Hebrew 

text (Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia, 5th ed.), following the methodological principles of 

Waltke and O'Connor (1990) and Joüon and Muraoka (2006). Rather than treating the Hebrew 

text as background to the English translations, the analysis establishes the grammatical and 

semantic properties of the source text before examining how they are represented in translation. 

The philological analysis focuses on four complementary dimensions. First, each verb in the 

four focus passages is analysed for verbal stem, tense and aspect, and syntactic function, with 

particular attention to the narrative role of the wayyiqtol chain. Second, participant marking is 

examined through the accusative particle ʾet, pronominal suffixes, and nominal constructions 

in order to trace participant roles and referential continuity across the narrative. 

Third, the lexical semantics of the principal verbs nissāh, šāḥaṭ, and ʿāqad, together with 

selected supporting lexemes, are examined using HALOT and BDB, supplemented where 

appropriate by recent scholarship on Biblical Hebrew philology. Particular attention is given to 

semantic range, contextual usage, and historical English lexical development where these bear 

directly on translation choices. 
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Finally, the analysis draws on recent research on Differential Object Marking (Khan, 1984; 

Aissen, 2003; Bekins, 2014a, 2014b; Zewi, 2013) to contextualise the function of ʾet beyond 

the traditional grammatical description found in standard reference grammars. While the 

transitivity analysis in Section 4 retains Goal as its descriptive category for consistency with 

Halliday's framework, the broader philological discussion evaluates this coding in light of 

affectedness-based accounts of object marking. 

Patterns of participant activation, passivation, and narrative sequencing established in the 

Hebrew text are then compared with their representation across the six English translations. 

4. Analysis and Discussion 

Table 2 reports results (the frequency distribution of process types).  

Table 2: Process Type Frequency Distribution Across Six Translations (Genesis 22:1–19) 

Process 

Type 

KJV RSV NIV NRSV ESV NLT 

Material 38 (64%) 37 (64%) 36 (61%) 36 (61%) 38 (64%) 33 (53%) 

Mental 7 (12%) 7 (12%) 8 (14%) 8 (14%) 7 (12%) 9 (15%) 

Verbal 9 (15%) 9 (16%) 9 (15%) 9 (15%) 9 (15%) 9 (15%) 

Relational 4 (7%) 4 (7%) 5 (8%) 5 (8%) 4 (7%) 8 (13%) 

Behavioural 1 (2%) 1 (2%) 1 (2%) 1 (2%) 1 (2%) 3 (5%) 

Existential 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Total 59 58 59 59 59 62 

Note: Counts represent the number of clause-level process tokens of each type across all 19 

verses per translation. Percentages of total clause count are given in parentheses. Minor inter-

translation variation in total clause count reflects differing syntactic segmentation choices: the 

NLT's higher total (62 vs 59) reflects its tendency to split compound clauses and introduce 

additional descriptive or explanatory elements not present in the Hebrew. For example, at 

Genesis 22:6 the NLT adds the clause 'as they walked on together' as a separate process unit, 
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elaborating an implicit Hebrew circumstantial that other translations do not segment as a full 

clause. Source: Authors' analysis. 

4.1 The Hebrew Source Text: A Philological Analysis 

This section establishes the grammatical and semantic properties of the Hebrew text of Genesis 

22:1–19 before examining how they are represented in the six English translations. Table 2 

summarises the overall distribution of process types across the translations, while Table 2a 

identifies the principal Hebrew verbs discussed in the philological analysis. 

Table 2a: Key Hebrew Verbs Analysed in Section 4.1 

Hebrew Form Root Stem / 

Conjugation 

Basic Meaning Role in the Analysis 

 Piel perfect to test, to try נסה (nissāh) נִסָה
Divine agency toward Abraham 

(§4.1.1) 

ב  Qal perfect (2ms) to love אהב (ʾāhabtā) אָהַּ
Relational intensification of Isaac 

(§4.1.2) 

ד יַּעֲקֹּ  Qal wayyiqtol to bind עקד (wayyaʿăqōd) וַּ
Abraham's agency; Isaac as Goal 

(§4.1.4) 

ט  שחט (lišḥōṭ) לִשְׁחֹּ
Qal infinitive 

construct 
to slaughter  

Sacrificial process (contextual); 

Isaac as Goal (§4.1.4) 

יִקְרָא  Qal wayyiqtol to call קרא (wayyiqrāʾ) וַּ
Divine/angelic intervention 

(§4.1.5) 

עְתִי  שבע (niš-baʿtî) נִשְׁבַּּ
Niphal perfect 

(1cs) 
to swear (an oath) Divine blessing and oath (§4.1.6) 

Note: Stem and conjugation identifications follow Waltke and O'Connor (1990) and Joüon and 

Muraoka (2006); glosses follow HALOT (Koehler, Baumgartner, & Stamm, 2001) and BDB 

(Brown, Driver, & Briggs, 1906). Full philological discussion, including syntactic context and 

semantic range, follows in §§4.1.1–4.1.6. Source: Authors' analysis. 

4.1.1 Divine Intention: The Semantics of nissāh (ה  (v. 1) (נִסָּ
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The narrative opens with wəhāʾĕlōhîm nissāh ʾet-ʾabrāhām (בְרָהָם  and God' ;וְהָאֱלֹהִים נִסָה אֶת־אַּ

tested Abraham'). Nissāh (נִסָה) is a Piel perfect, third-person masculine singular, from the 

root nsh (נסה). HALOT (Koehler, Baumgartner, & Stamm, 2001, Vol. 3, p. 702) glosses the root 

'to test, to try, to put to the test', and the related noun massāh (סָה  is consistently distinguished (מַּ

in biblical usage from temptation toward sin. 

The Piel stem here carries a resultative-evaluative force: God's action is directed toward 

producing a demonstrated outcome (Abraham's proven character) rather than toward inducing 

wrongdoing. Syntactically, God is the subject of a transitive verb with Abraham as direct object, 

marked by the accusative particle ʾet (אֶת), a construction that unambiguously activates God as 

Actor performing a directed process upon Abraham as Goal. 

The Hebrew therefore grammaticalises, at the outset, a clear Actor–Goal relation between God 

and Abraham. This is a claim about the Hebrew verb's own semantic range; whether the English 

gloss 'tempt' introduces epistemic uncertainty foreign to that range is a separate question about 

the historical semantics of the English lexeme itself, addressed fully in 4.2.1 below. 

4.1.2 The Command: Imperative Syntax and Intensification (v. 2) 

Verse 2 concentrates the narrative's most significant imperative syntax: qaḥ-nāʾ ʾet-binkā ʾet-

yəḥîdkā ʾăšer-ʾāhabtā ʾet-yiṣḥāq wəlek-lekā ʾel-ʾereṣ hammōriyyāh wəhaʿălēhū šām lə 

ʿōlāh (לָה עֲלֵהוּ שָׁם לְעֹּ רִיָה וְהַּ מֹּ בְתָ אֶת־יִצְחָק וְלֶךְ־לְךָ אֶל־אֶרֶץ הַּ ח־נָא אֶת־בִּנְךָ אֶת־יְחִידְךָ אֲשֶׁר־אָהַּ  Take now your' ;קַּ

son, your only son, whom you love, Isaac, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as 

a burnt offering'). The chain qaḥ...wəlek-lekā...wəhaʿălēhū (עֲלֵהו ח...וְלֶךְ־לְךָ...וְהַּ ּקַּ ) is a sequence of 

imperative and cohortative-consecutive forms that drives the divine command forward as a 

series of material-process directives. 

Isaac is triply identified before he is named (binkā (ָבִּנְך ) ('your son'), yəḥîdkā (ָיְחִידְך ) ('your only 

son'), ʾăšer-ʾāhabtā (בְת ָּאֲשֶׁר־אָהַּ ) ('whom you love')) each noun phrase introduced by the 

accusative particle, so that the Hebrew grammar itself intensifies Isaac's relational significance 

precisely at the moment it marks him as the eventual Goal of the sacrificial act named in the 

following verses. The verb ʾāhab (ב -here appears as a Qal perfect with second ('to love') (אָהַּ

person suffix, a stative-affective verb whose selection at this structural position (immediately 

before Isaac's proper name) is itself a Hebrew-internal foregrounding device, independent of 

any translation choice. 
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4.1.3 Dialogue and the Sacrificial Lexicon (vv. 7–8) 

The dialogue between Abraham and Isaac requires separate philological attention because it is 

the one point at which Isaac is activated as Sayer rather than passivated as Goal. Verse 7 

reads: wayyōʾmer yiṣḥāq ʾel-ʾabrāhām ʾābîw wayyōʾmer ʾābî (ֹּאמֶר אָבִי י בְרָהָם אָבִיו וַּ ֹּאמֶר יִצְחָק אֶל־אַּ י  ;וַּ

'and Isaac said to Abraham his father, and said, My father'). Wayyōʾmer (ֹּאמֶר י  is a (וַּ

Qal wayyiqtol, with Isaac explicitly named as Sayer, the only material or verbal process in the 

entire narrative in which Isaac, rather than Abraham or God, occupies the Actor/Sayer slot. 

The vocative ʾābî (אָבִי) ('my father') is a construct noun with first-person singular suffix, 

marking the hierarchical relationship even within this moment of activation. Isaac's question in 

verse 7 is: hinnēh hāʾēš wəhāʿēṣim wəʾayyēh haśśeh lə ʿōlāh (לָה שֶה לְעֹּ יֵה הַּ  ;הִנֵה הָאֵשׁ וְהָעֵצִים וְאַּ

'Behold the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?'). Abraham's 

response in verse 8 is: wayyōʾmer ʾabrāhām ʾĕlōhîm yirʾeh-lō haśśeh lə ʿōlāh bənî ( בְרָהָם ֹּאמֶר אַּ י וַּ

לָה בְּנִי שֶה לְעֹּ  And Abraham said, God will provide for himself the lamb for the' ;אֱלֹהִים יִרְאֶה־לּוֹ הַּ

burnt offering, my son'). The noun śeh (שֶׂה), which HALOT glosses broadly as 'a member of 

the flock, sheep or goat' rather than a lexeme specifying species, a semantic imprecision in the 

Hebrew itself, not an interpretive gap introduced by translation, that heightens the narrative's 

suspense over the sacrificial victim's identity. 

4.1.4 The Climactic Action: Binding and Knife-Raising (vv. 9–10) 

Verse 9 advances through a dense wayyiqtol chain 

(wayyābōʾû...wayyiben...wayyaʿărōk...wayyaʿăqōd ( יַּעֲרֹּ  יִבֶן...וַּ אוּ...וַּ יָבֹּ דוַּ יַּעֲקֹּ ךְ...וַּ ; 'and they came...and 

he built...and he arranged...and he bound')) culminating in wayyaʿăqōd ʾet-yiṣḥāq bənô ( ד יַּעֲקֹּ וַּ

ֹּאֶת־יִצְחָק בְּנו ; 'and he bound Isaac his son'). Wayyaʿăqōd (ד יַּעֲקֹּ  is a Qal ,(עקד) from the root ʿqd ,(וַּ

wayyiqtol, presenting the binding as a simple active transitive process and its object, yiṣḥāq 

bənô (ֹּיִצְחָק בְּנו ), is marked by ʾet (אֶת). This construction unambiguously activates Abraham (the 

subject carried forward from the head of the chain) as Actor while passivating Isaac as the 

affected Goal. The root ʿqd (עקד) is a hapax legomenon in this specific verbal form within the 

Hebrew Bible, occurring here alone in the binding narrative, though the later rabbinic 

noun ʿăqēdāh (עֲקֵדָה) (the traditional Hebrew title for the episode) does not itself occur in the 

Genesis text and is a post-biblical coinage (Levenson, 1993, p. 67). 

Verse 10 intensifies this pattern: wayyišlaḥ ʾabrāhām ʾet-yādô wayyiqqaḥ ʾet-hammaʾăkelet 

lišḥōṭ ʾet-bənô ( בְרָהָם אֶת־יָדוֹ ח אַּ יִשְׁלַּ ט אֶת־בְּנווַּ אֲכֶלֶת לִשְׁחֹּ מַּ ח אֶת־הַּ יִקַּ ֹּ וַּ ). The clause-initial wayyišlaḥ 
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ח) יִשְׁלַּ  is a Qal wayyiqtol with Abraham explicitly named as ('and he stretched out') (וַּ

subject; wayyiqqaḥ (ח יִקַּ  continues the chain with the subject elided, as standard ('and he took') (וַּ

Hebrew narrative syntax permits once the Actor has been established. 

The infinitive construct lišḥōṭ (ט  is frequently ,(שׁחט) from the Qal root šḥṭ ,('to slaughter') (לִשְׁחֹּ

associated with cultic sacrifice in the Hebrew Bible, but its semantic range is broader than a 

cultic gloss alone would suggest. HALOT records the same root used of everyday animal 

slaughter for food or trade (e.g., Gen 37:31, where Joseph's brothers slaughter a goat to fabricate 

evidence of his death) and of large-scale, non-cultic killing of people (e.g., 2 Kgs 10:7; 25:7), 

alongside its more generic near-synonym hrg ('to kill') (HALOT, Vol. 4, pp. 1344–1345; BDB, 

p. 1006). The root therefore does not carry an inherent or exclusive cultic connotation; whether 

a given occurrence of šḥṭ evokes sacrificial ritual depends on its narrative and lexical context 

(here, the explicit framing of Isaac as the ʿōlāh, 'burnt offering,' in verses 2 and 7–8) rather than 

on any cultic meaning intrinsic to the verb itself. In Genesis 22:10, it is this surrounding 

sacrificial vocabulary, and not lišḥōṭ in isolation, that establishes the cultic register of the act 

Abraham is about to perform. The threefold repetition of ʾet (before yādô (ֹּיָדו ) ('his 

hand'), hammaʾăkelet (אֲכֶלֶת מַּ  and bənô ('his son')) grammatically marks each in ,('the knife') (הַּ

turn as the Goal of a successive material process, constructing an unbroken chain in which 

Abraham remains the sole Actor and Isaac the consistent, accusative-marked Goal. 

From the affectedness perspective (Bekins, 2014a; Zewi, 2013), this marking is especially 

significant: Isaac and the sacrificial instruments are not merely marked as Goals but as 

maximally affected participants—they undergo an unambiguous, describable change of state 

(bound, laid on the altar, positioned for slaughter)—a semantic property that motivates the 

obligatory marking in Genesis 22 within broader DOM typology. 

This is the decisive grammatical moment in the construction of agency in the Hebrew narrative, 

providing the baseline against which the English translations are evaluated. 

4.1.5 Divine-Angelic Mediation (vv. 11–12) 

The intervention formula in verse 11 employs the root qrʾ (קרא) ('to call') in the 

Qal wayyiqtol: wayyiqrāʾ ʾēlāyw malʾak yhwh min-haššāmayim ( יִקְרָ  יִםוַּ שָמַּ ךְ יְהוָה מִן הַּ לְאַּ א אֵלָיו מַּ ; 

'and the angel of the LORD called to him from heaven'). The subject malʾak yhwh ( ְך לְאַּ מַּ

 is a construct phrase that grammatically distinguishes the divine ('angel of the LORD') (יְהוָה

intermediary from YHWH as a named entity, while the prepositional phrase min-haššāmayim 
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יִם) שָמַּ  is syntactically embedded in the verbal clause and explicitly marks ('from heaven') (מִן־הַּ

the spatial origin of the divine speech. 

The subsequent direct speech in verse 12 employs the first-person suffixed 

preposition mimmennî (מִמֶנִי, 'from me'), which grammatically assigns the speaker's identity to 

the first person even though the angel is the grammatical Sayer of the introductory verb. This 

ambiguity between angelic and divine speaker is not resolved syntactically in the Hebrew but 

is a structural feature of the text itself, reflecting a recognised Biblical Hebrew narrative 

technique of mediated divine presence (compare the malʾak yhwh (ךְ יְהוָה לְאַּ  formulae (מַּ

elsewhere in the patriarchal narratives). 

4.1.6 The Blessing (vv. 15–18) 

The concluding divine speech, introduced a second time by wayyiqrāʾ malʾak yhwh ( ְך לְאַּ יִקְרָא מַּ וַּ

 repeats the Qal wayyiqtol pattern of verse 11 and is followed by a verbal-process ,(v. 15) (יְהוָה

chain of divine oath and blessing (niš-baʿtî (עְתִי  I have sworn', a Niphal perfect with' ,(נִשְׁבַּּ

reflexive-declarative force appropriate to an oath formula). God (through the angel) remains 

Sayer throughout; Abraham is Receiver rather than Actor in this closing movement, a 

grammatical reversal from his sustained Actor role in verses 3–10 that formally marks the 

narrative's resolution. 

4.2 Comparative Translation Analysis of the Six English Renderings 

Having established what the Hebrew text itself grammaticalises, this section examines how 

each of the six translations handles these specific features, and where translation choices 

preserve, soften, or depart from the Hebrew's own construction of agency. 

4.2.1 Testing, Tempting, or Evaluating Faith? (v. 1) 

The KJV renders nissāh (נִסָה) as "God did tempt Abraham," a rendering that requires historical-

semantic evaluation, since the English verb 'tempt' has undergone significant semantic 

narrowing since 1611. English tempt possessed a broader semantic range than the contemporary 

verb, encompassing the senses "test," "try," and "prove" as well as moral enticement. Evidence 

from the Middle English Dictionary, Webster's (1828) American Dictionary of the English 

Language, and modern lexicography demonstrates a clear semantic narrowing of the word over 

time. Consequently, the KJV's wording must be interpreted within its seventeenth-century 

linguistic context rather than through present-day English usage. The translators selected a 
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lexeme whose established Scriptural sense corresponded closely to the resultative-evaluative 

force of the Hebrew Piel verb, whereas the RSV's substitution of "tested" in 1952 reflects 

changing English semantics rather than a different understanding of the underlying Hebrew. 

This historical qualification does not eliminate the rendering's interpretive consequences for a 

modern readership, however. Regardless of the translators' seventeenth-century intent, "tempt" 

functions differently for contemporary readers than it did in 1611, and a present-day reader 

encountering "God did tempt Abraham" is liable to import the modern sense of enticement 

toward wrongdoing, producing a reading effect at the point of reception that the Hebrew Piel 

form itself does not license (4.1.1). The interpretive gap that many readers now perceive 

between "tempt" and "test" is therefore substantially a product of subsequent semantic 

narrowing in English, rather than of a translational choice that departed from the Hebrew at the 

moment of rendering. The RSV's 1952 revision of the KJV at this exact point, substituting 

"tested" for "tempt", can be read as a recognition, within the translation tradition itself, of 

precisely this widening gap between the archaic and present-day senses of the English word. 

The RSV, NIV, NRSV, and ESV all render nissāh (נִסָה) as 'tested,' which tracks the Hebrew 

verb's Actor–Goal structure and resultative-evaluative force described in 4.1.1 far more closely. 

This choice construes God's action as a material process—an external application of evaluative 

pressure—and remains faithful to the Hebrew verb's Actor–Goal structure and resultative-

evaluative force described in Section 4.1.1. Although such a rendering is compatible with 

theological traditions that emphasise divine sovereignty, it is the Hebrew grammar itself, rather 

than any particular theological framework, that directly motivates this material-process 

interpretation. 

The NLT's rendering ("God tested Abraham's faith") introduces a relational element absent 

from the Hebrew clause. Instead of presenting Abraham himself as the accusative-marked Goal, 

it makes faith the object of testing. This shift foregrounds the believer's inner disposition rather 

than the Actor–Goal relationship explicitly encoded in the Hebrew, reflecting the translation's 

dynamic equivalence orientation. 

Beyond the lexical choice in verse 1, the translations converge more closely in verse 2. All six 

render God as the Sayer who initiates the imperative sequence described in Section 4.1.2, with 

Abraham functioning as the implied Actor of the commanded material processes. The 

differences emerge in register and in how faithfully each translation reproduces the Hebrew's 
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triadic intensification of Isaac's relational identity (binkā...yəḥîdkā...ʾăšer-ʾāhabtā; 

בְתבִּנְךָ...יְחִידְךָ...אֲ  ָּשֶׁר־אָהַּ ). 

The KJV's 'thy son, thine only son Isaac, whom thou lovest' preserves this triadic structure 

closely; the ESV preserves it faithfully, and the NIV and NRSV retain it with minor 

modernisation. The NLT renders the passage as 'Take your son, your only son (yes, Isaac, whom 

you love so much') an addition ('yes') and an intensification ('so much') that heighten emotional 

register beyond what the Hebrew's own construct-and-suffix intensification supports, in service 

of the dynamic equivalence goal of equivalent emotional impact. 

4.2.2 Abraham's Agency: The Grammar of Obedience (vv. 3–10) 

One of the most analytically revealing features of Genesis 22 is the sustained activation of 

Abraham as Actor across the long wayyiqtol chain of verses 3–10 described philologically in 

4.1.4. The aggregate counts in Table 2 show that material processes are the dominant process 

type in all six translations, consistent with the Hebrew's own material-process-dominant 

narrative sequencing. 

The distribution of these material processes among participants (and specifically, whether 

Abraham is named or pronominalised at key moments) reveals the most significant cross-

translational divergence from the Hebrew baseline. 

Table 3: Clause-Level Transitivity Coding of Genesis 22:10 Across Six Translations, 

Relative to the Hebrew 

Trans

. 

Clause Process 

Type 

Actor Goal Analytical Note (relative to 

Hebrew wayyišlaḥ ʾabrāhām; 

בְרָהָם ח אַּ יִשְׁלַּ  (וַּ

KJV Abraham 

stretched forth 

his hand 

Material Abraha

m 

(named) 

his hand Full named activation, 

matching the Hebrew's named 

Actor at the head of the chain 

KJV and took the 

knife 

Material Abraha

m 

(elided) 

the knife Co-ordinated chain; agency 

continuous, as in the Hebrew 

KJV to slay his son Material 

(purpose) 

Abraha

m 

his son 

[=Isaac] 

Purpose clause; Isaac as 

implicit Goal 
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Trans

. 

Clause Process 

Type 

Actor Goal Analytical Note (relative to 

Hebrew wayyišlaḥ ʾabrāhām; 

בְרָהָם ח אַּ יִשְׁלַּ  (וַּ

(implied

) 

RSV Abraham put 

forth his hand 

Material Abraha

m 

(named) 

his hand Named activation, matching the 

Hebrew; slightly restrained 

register vs KJV 

RSV and took the 

knife 

Material Abraha

m 

(elided) 

the knife Co-ordinated; agency preserved 

RSV to slay his son Material 

(purpose) 

Abraha

m 

(implied

) 

his son Isaac as implicit Goal 

NIV He reached 

out his hand 

Material He 

[pronou

n] 

his hand Pronominal; departs from the 

Hebrew's named Actor at the 

peak moment 

NIV and took the 

knife 

Material He 

[elided] 

the knife Agency continuous via 

pronoun; reduced salience 

relative to Hebrew 

NIV to slaughter 

his son 

Material 

(purpose) 

Abraha

m 

(implied

) 

his son 'Slaughter' preserves the cultic 

register of Hebrew šḥṭ (שׁחט) 

NRS

V 

Abraham 

reached out 

his hand 

Material Abraha

m 

(named) 

his hand Named activation; restores the 

Hebrew's named Actor vs NIV 

NRS

V 

and took the 

knife 

Material Abraha

m 

(elided) 

the knife Chain preserved; named agency 

continuous, as in Hebrew 
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Trans

. 

Clause Process 

Type 

Actor Goal Analytical Note (relative to 

Hebrew wayyišlaḥ ʾabrāhām; 

בְרָהָם ח אַּ יִשְׁלַּ  (וַּ

NRS

V 

to kill his son Material 

(purpose) 

Abraha

m 

(implied

) 

his son 'Kill' reduces the cultic register 

of šḥṭ (שׁחט) relative to 

'slaughter'/'slay' 

ESV Abraham 

reached out 

his hand 

Material Abraha

m 

(named) 

his hand Named activation; closest to 

Hebrew syntax 

ESV and took the 

knife 

Material Abraha

m 

(elided) 

the knife Chain; agency fully continuous, 

as in Hebrew 

ESV to slaughter 

his son 

Material 

(purpose) 

Abraha

m 

(implied

) 

his son 'Slaughter' preserves the cultic 

weight of šḥṭ (שׁחט); formally 

equivalent 

NLT He reached 

out 

Material He 

[pronou

n] 

, Pronoun; 'reached out' 

separated from object, 

departing from the Hebrew's 

tight ʾet (אֶת)-marked chain 

NLT and took the 

knife 

Material He 

[elided] 

the knife Agency diffused by pronoun 

and colloquial split, relative to 

Hebrew 

NLT to kill his son Material 

(purpose) 

Abraha

m 

(implied

) 

his son 'Kill' is colloquial; reduces the 

sacrificial register of Hebrew 

šḥṭ (שׁחט) 

Note: SFL notation: Actor = dynamic participant performing the material process; Goal = 

participant affected by the material process; Process = clause-level process type and sub-type. 

Pronominal subjects are identified as 'He [pronoun]' to distinguish from named 'Abraham' to 

track activation salience relative to the Hebrew's own named Actor (wayyišlaḥ ʾ abrāhām ( יִשְׁ  ח וַּ לַּ

בְרָהָם  The 'cultic register' language in the analytical notes for šḥṭ refers to the passage's .((אַּ

overall ʿōlāh framing (established in 4.1.4 and n. 4), not to an inherent cultic meaning of šḥṭ 
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itself, which HALOT data show is not an exclusively cultic root. All annotations represent the 

authors' analysis following Halliday and Matthiessen (2004). Source: Authors' analysis. 

The clause-level coding in Table 3 reveals a clear pattern with significant implications for moral 

agency construction. The KJV, RSV, NRSV, and ESV all name Abraham as the Actor at the 

moment of maximum narrative tension (the reaching for the knife) matching the Hebrew's own 

named Actor at the head of the wayyiqtol chain and constructing a fully identified moral subject 

who bears the full weight of his action. 

The NIV and NLT, by contrast, both substitute the pronoun 'He' for Abraham's proper name at 

this critical moment, departing from the Hebrew's named activation. This pronominal 

substitution represents what van Leeuwen (1996) classifies as a reduction in personalisation. 

The differences, it should be noted, are subtle rather than wholesale: the NIV and NLT do not 

eliminate Abraham as agent but rather render him more immediately accessible through 

pronominal reference, producing a reading experience in which the knife-raising feels less like 

a formally named ritual act (as the Hebrew's naming pattern constructs it) and more like an 

intimate human response. 

The NLT departs further from the Hebrew by restructuring the coordinated sequence "reached 

out his hand and took the knife" as "reached out and took the knife." Although the underlying 

agency remains unchanged, the restructuring weakens the close grammatical integration created 

by the Hebrew's repeated ʾet-marking. 

4.3 Isaac's Passivation: Hebrew Grammaticalisation and Its Translation 

As established philologically in 4.1.4, Isaac is the most consistently passivated participant in 

the Hebrew text of Genesis 22, marked as accusative Goal at every stage of the binding scene 

(wayyaʿăqōd ʾet-yiṣḥāq bənô (ד אֶת־יִצְחָק בְּנו יַּעֲקֹּ ֹּוַּ ), v. 9). This grammatical passivation is total and 

unbroken in the Hebrew binding scene, and all six English translations reproduce it: Isaac 

functions exclusively as Goal in the material processes of verses 9–10 across the corpus, 

confirmed both by the aggregate counts in Table 2 and by the clause-level analysis in Table 3. 

The only interruption to Isaac's passivation occurs in verse 7, where he briefly becomes the 

Sayer of a verbal process, addressing Abraham and asking about the śeh (שֶׂה) ("lamb"), as 

discussed in Section 4.1.3. The pattern immediately resumes in verse 8, where Abraham speaks 

and Isaac returns to the role of addressee. Most translations reproduce this shift closely. The 
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principal exception is the NLT, whose rendering, "Isaac turned to Abraham and said, 'Father?'", 

introduces the behavioural process "turned to", absent from the Hebrew wayyōʾmer (ֹּאמֶר י  This .(וַּ

addition momentarily increases Isaac's physical activity, a tendency reflected in the NLT's 

higher behavioural-process count in Table 2. 

Isaac's consistent grammatical passivation also invites comparison with later Jewish 

interpretation. Some midrashic and targumic traditions portray Isaac as a willing participant in 

the sacrifice. Genesis Rabbah 56.8 depicts him as volunteering for the binding, while Targum 

Pseudo-Jonathan expands the narrative by having Isaac request to be bound so that he would 

not invalidate the sacrifice through involuntary movement. By contrast, Targum Onkelos 

follows the Masoretic text closely, preserving Isaac as the direct object through the Aramaic 

object marker yāt (ית). These traditions demonstrate that the willing-Isaac motif belongs to later 

interpretive elaboration rather than to the grammatical structure of the Masoretic Hebrew itself, 

where Isaac remains consistently encoded as Goal rather than Actor. 

None of the six English translations departs materially from this Hebrew pattern. Their 

consistent passivation of Isaac is best explained by fidelity to the Masoretic text rather than by 

deliberate engagement with, or rejection of, later rabbinic traditions. Consequently, although 

the translations differ elsewhere in their representation of agency, they converge at this point in 

preserving the Hebrew's grammatical encoding of Isaac as the affected participant. 

Feminist and postcolonial interpreters (Delaney, 1998; Rashkow, 1993) have argued that Isaac's 

passivation reproduces the logic of sacrificial authority. The present philological and SFL 

analysis provides linguistic support for this claim by demonstrating that Isaac's passivation 

originates in the Hebrew's own grammatical structure and is consistently preserved across all 

six English translations, irrespective of translation philosophy. 

4.4 The Angel of the LORD: Mediated Agency and Cosmic Framing 

Section 4.1.5 established that the Hebrew text of verse 11 marks the angel's call with the explicit 

spatial circumstance min-haššāmayim (יִם שָמַּ  and that verse 12's first-person ,('from heaven') (מִן־הַּ

suffix mimmennî (מִמֶנִי) preserves an unresolved ambiguity between angelic and divine speaker 

at the grammatical level of the Hebrew itself. 

4.4.1 The Spatial Framing of Divine Intervention 
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Five of the six translations (the KJV, RSV, NIV, NRSV, and ESV) preserve the phrase 'out of 

heaven' (or 'from heaven'), spatially locating the angel's call in direct correspondence with the 

Hebrew min-haššāmayim (יִם שָמַּ  ,and constructing the divine intervention as a transcendent (מִן־הַּ

cosmically mediated act. The NLT omits this phrase entirely, rendering simply "the angel of 

the LORD called to him." This constitutes one of the clearest departures from the Hebrew 

source text identified in the present analysis. 

This omission removes the spatial marker that distinguishes the divine voice as heavenly rather 

than terrestrial, producing a more immanent divine intervention than the Masoretic 

grammaticalises, one that brings the divine voice into closer proximity to Abraham and reduces 

the theological distance between the human and divine parties that the Hebrew's own syntax 

constructs. 

4.4.2 The First-Person Pronoun and Divine-Angelic Ambiguity 

The ambiguity between divine and angelic agency in verse 12, established in the Hebrew 

through mimmennî (מִמֶנִי) (4.1.5), is preserved across all six translations through the retention of 

the first-person pronoun 'from me.' The KJV's formal register ('for now I know that thou fearest 

God, seeing thou hast not withheld thy son, thine only son from me') constructs the angel as a 

spatially located, formally distinct intermediary, making the first-person pronoun theologically 

surprising in a way that mirrors the Hebrew's own unresolved structural ambiguity. The NLT's 

removal of the spatial framing reduces this surprise: without the explicit heavenly location, the 

angel's call is less distinctly positioned as mediated, and the transition to the first-person 

pronoun is less jarring than the Hebrew's juxtaposition of min-haššāmayim (מִן־

יִם שָמַּ  .constructs (מִמֶנִי) and mimmennî (הַּ

None of the translations resolves the ambiguity inherent in the Hebrew text. Instead, each 

preserves the unresolved relationship between the angelic speaker and the divine first-person 

reference, albeit with differing degrees of narrative and spatial framing. 

4.5 Comparative Summary: From Hebrew Grammar to Translated Agency 

Table 4 presents the transitivity analysis of the four focus passages across all six translations, 

with the source text supplied for each passage as the analytical baseline established in Section 

4.1. Table 5 synthesises the social actor findings. 
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Table 4: Comparative Transitivity Analysis of Focus Passages in Genesis 22 Across Six 

Translations, Relative to the Hebrew Source Text 

Verse Hebrew (BHS) KJV RSV NIV NRSV ESV NLT 

22:1 wəhāʾĕlōhîm 

nissāh ʾet-

ʾabrāhām 

וְהָאֱלֹהִים נִסָה אֶת־)

 Piel ,(אַבְרָהָם

perfect; 

God=Actor, 

Abraham=Goa

l (§4.1.1) 

God did 

tempt 

Abraham 

[Mental: 

departs 

from Piel 

Actor-Goal 

structure] 

God 

tested 

Abraham 

[Material: 

matches 

Hebrew] 

God 

tested 

Abraha

m 

[Materia

l: 

matches 

Hebrew] 

God tested 

Abraham 

[Material: 

matches 

Hebrew] 

God 

tested 

Abraham 

[Material: 

matches 

Hebrew] 

God tested 

Abraham's 

faith 

[Material + 

Attribution: 

extends 

beyond 

Hebrew 

Goal] 

22:2 qaḥ-nāʾ ʾet-

binkā... ( קַח־נָא

 ,(...אֶת־בִנְךָ

imperative 

chain; 

God=Sayer, 

Abraham=impl

ied Actor 

(§4.1.2) 

'Take now 

thy 

son…offer 

him' 

[preserves 

triadic 

intensificati

on] 

'Take 

your 

son…offe

r him' 

[preserve

s triadic 

intensific

ation] 

'Take 

your 

son…Sa

crifice 

him' 

[preserv

es, 

moderni

sed] 

'Take your 

son…offer 

him' 

[preserves 

triadic 

intensificatio

n] 

'Take 

your 

son…offe

r him' 

[closest to 

Hebrew] 

'Take your 

son…Present 

him' [intensified 

register beyond 

Hebrew] 

22:9

–10 

wayyaʿăqōd 

ʾet-

yiṣḥāq...wayyiš

laḥ ʾabrāhām 

ʾet-yādô ( וַיַעֲקֹד

אֶת־יִצְחָק...וַיִשְלַח 

אֶת־יָדוֹאַבְרָהָם  ), 

Qal chain; 

Abraham=Acto

r (named), 

Isaac=Goal 

(§4.1.4) 

Abraham 

bound 

Isaac…stret

ched forth 

his hand 

[named 

Actor, 

matches 

Hebrew] 

Abraham 

bound his 

son…put 

forth his 

hand 

[named 

Actor, 

matches 

Hebrew] 

He 

bound 

his 

son…He 

reached 

out his 

hand 

[pronou

n; 

departs 

from 

named 

Hebrew 

Actor] 

Abraham 

bound his 

son…reache

d out his 

hand [named 

Actor, 

matches 

Hebrew] 

Abraham 

bound 

Isaac…re

ached out 

his hand 

[named 

Actor, 

closest to 

Hebrew] 

Abraham tied up 

Isaac…He 

reached out 

[pronoun at 

peak moment; 

departs from 

Hebrew] 

22:1

1–12 

wayyiqrāʾ...mi

n-haššāmayim 

וַיִקְרָא...מִן )

 ;Qal ,(הַשָמַיִם

Angel=Sayer, 

spatial 

Circumstance 

retained 

(§4.1.5) 

Angel 

called out 

of 

heaven…'L

ay not thine 

hand' 

[spatial 

framing 

retained, 

Angel 

called out 

of 

heaven…'

Do not 

lay your 

hand' 

[matches 

Hebrew] 

Angel 

called 

out…'D

o not lay 

your 

hand' 

[matche

s 

Hebrew] 

Angel 

called…'Do 

not lay your 

hand' 

[matches 

Hebrew] 

Angel 

called…'

Do not lay 

your hand' 

[matches 

Hebrew] 

Angel called to 

him ['out of 

heaven' omitted; 

departs from 

Hebrew] 
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Verse Hebrew (BHS) KJV RSV NIV NRSV ESV NLT 

matches 

Hebrew] 

Note: Hebrew source text (BHS) is provided for each verse as the analytical baseline 

established in Section 4.1. SFL process type annotations are shown in brackets. All annotations 

represent the authors' analysis following Halliday and Matthiessen (2004), cross-checked 

against Waltke and O'Connor (1990) and Joüon and Muraoka (2006). Source: Authors' 

analysis. Hebrew source text from BHS (Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1997). 

Table 5: Social Actor Representations Across Six English Bible Translations of Genesis 

22, Relative to the Hebrew 

Social 

Actor 

Hebrew 

Baseline 

KJV RSV NIV NRSV ESV NLT 

God 

(vv.1–

2) 

Piel Actor 

(nissāh 

 Qal ;((נִסָה)

Sayer of 

imperative 

chain 

Mental 

process 

(tempt); 

departs 

from Piel 

Actor-

Goal 

Material 

process 

(tested); 

matches 

Hebrew 

Material 

process 

(tested); 

matches 

Hebrew 

Material 

process 

(tested); 

matches 

Hebrew 

Material 

process 

(tested); 

matches 

Hebrew 

Material 

process 

with 

relational 

extension 

Abraha

m 

(vv.3–

10) 

Named 

Actor at 

head of 

wayyiqtol 

chain 

throughout 

Named 

Actor 

througho

ut; 

matches 

Hebrew 

Named 

Actor 

througho

ut; 

matches 

Hebrew 

Pronomi

nal at 

v.10 

peak; 

departs 

from 

Hebrew 

Named 

Actor at 

v.10; 

matches 

Hebrew 

Named 

Actor 

througho

ut; 

closest to 

Hebrew 

Pronomi

nal at 

v.10 

peak; 

departs 

from 

Hebrew 

Isaac 

(vv.9–

10) 

Accusative

-marked 

Goal 

throughout 

(ʾet-yiṣḥāq 

 ((אֶת־יִצְחָק)

Passivate

d Goal; 

matches 

Hebrew 

Passivate

d Goal; 

matches 

Hebrew 

Passivate

d Goal; 

matches 

Hebrew 

Passivat

ed Goal; 

matches 

Hebrew 

Passivate

d Goal; 

matches 

Hebrew 

Passivate

d Goal; 

matches 

Hebrew 

Angel 

of the 

Sayer; 

spatial 

Spatial 

framing 

Spatial 

framing 

Spatial 

framing 

Spatial 

framing 

Spatial 

framing 

Spatial 

framing 
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Social 

Actor 

Hebrew 

Baseline 

KJV RSV NIV NRSV ESV NLT 

LORD 

(vv.11–

12) 

Circumstan

ce min-

haššāmayi

m (מִן־

יִם שָמַּ  (הַּ

retained 

 

retained; 

matches 

Hebrew 

retained; 

matches 

Hebrew 

retained; 

matches 

Hebrew 

retained; 

matches 

Hebrew 

retained; 

matches 

Hebrew 

omitted; 

departs 

from 

Hebrew 

Note: Activation/passivation coding follows van Leeuwen (1996, 2008), assessed against the 

Hebrew baseline established in Section 4.1. Source: Authors' analysis. 

The patterns in Tables 4 and 5 confirm that translation philosophy correlates with fidelity to the 

Masoretic Hebrew's grammaticalisation of agency. Formal equivalence translations (KJV, 

RSV, ESV) consistently preserve named activation of Abraham at critical material process 

moments, maintain the Hebrew's spatial framing of divine intervention, and (with the single 

exception of the KJV's 'tempt') track the Hebrew's own Actor-Goal structures closely. 

Dynamic equivalence translation (NLT) consistently introduces departures from the Hebrew 

baseline: pronoun substitution, register lowering, supplementary relational attributions, and the 

omission of the spatial circumstance in verse 11. The NIV occupies an intermediate position, 

whereas the NRSV generally patterns with the more formally equivalent translations. These 

differences are systematic and observable at the clause level, demonstrating that translation 

philosophy influences the degree to which the Hebrew grammaticalisation of agency is 

preserved across the six English versions. 

5. Discussion: Theological Implications of Agency Construction 

The philological and linguistic findings of this study have implications that extend into the 

domains of biblical hermeneutics, translation theology, and the reception history of the Aqedah. 

Three clusters of implication merit sustained discussion. 

First, the analysis confirms that the Hebrew text of Genesis 22 grammaticalises agency relations 

with considerable precision, through Piel and Qal stem selection, through the systematic 

accusative marking of Goal participants, and through the named-Actor structure of 

its wayyiqtol chains, and that English translation functions as a site of theological and 
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interpretive negotiation precisely at the points where translators depart from, rather than merely 

render, this Hebrew grammatical baseline. The KJV's rendering of a God who 'tempts' Abraham 

reflects, as established in 4.2.1, an Early Modern English lexical choice whose period sense of 

evaluative testing tracked the Piel form's attested semantic range reasonably closely; the 

epistemic uncertainty a present-day reader is liable to import into 'tempt' is a product of 

subsequent semantic narrowing in English rather than of the translators' theological intent. 

Whether the eventual erosion of this sense also unsettled how later generations of readers 

experienced the Authorised Version's construction of divine testing, and in which the 

Authorised Version's formal register was nonetheless understood to befit the transcendent 

dignity of divine speech (Norton, 2000), is a question about reception rather than about the 

translators' seventeenth-century lexical choice for nissāh (נִסָה), and is a historical question that 

requires further archival investigation beyond the scope of this study. 

The Hebrew's own Actor–Goal structure (God as Actor, Abraham as Goal, established in 4.1.1) 

is preserved in the RSV, NIV, NRSV, and ESV, each of which renders God as the Actor who 

"tests" Abraham. This rendering remains faithful to the Hebrew grammatical structure while 

also aligning with theological traditions that emphasise both divine sovereignty and human 

moral responsibility. The NLT's faith-attribution extension ("tested Abraham's faith") moves 

beyond what the Hebrew's accusative marking of Abraham himself explicitly grammaticalises, 

evaluating not Abraham's external obedience but his interior disposition. This shift is 

compatible with the contemporary evangelical emphasis on personal relationship with God and 

what we term a "therapeutic-pietist" reading tradition, one that centres the believer's interior 

spiritual formation rather than the more restricted Actor–Goal relation the Hebrew grammar 

explicitly encodes (see, e.g., Strauss & De Waard, 2011, pp. 45–52, for the translation-

theological dimension of this tendency). 

Second, the analysis supports Venuti's (1995) argument that translation involves an irreducible 

dimension of ideological positioning, now demonstrable against a fixed Hebrew philological 

baseline rather than assessed in the abstract. The NLT's systematic register-lowering relative to 

the Hebrew's cultic-sacrificial lexicon, replacing the cultic šḥṭ (שׁחט) ('slaughter') with the 

generic 'kill,' omitting min-haššāmayim (יִם שָמַּ  replacing the Hebrew's ,('from heaven') (מִן־הַּ

formal prohibition with 'Don't lay a hand on the boy', is not merely a stylistic choice but a 

hermeneutical one, measurable precisely because Section 4.1 has established what the Hebrew 

itself encodes at each of these points. This is a legitimate interpretive tradition (one that serves 

the NLT's explicit goal of communicating the biblical narrative to contemporary readers 
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without the mediation of formal register) but it is a tradition that departs from, rather than 

merely renders, the Hebrew source text's own register. 

Third, the analysis reveals that the Hebrew text's own grammatical foreclosure of Isaac's agency 

(established through the accusative marking analysed in 4.1.4) is reproduced without exception 

across all six English translations, making this the single most consistent cross-translational 

feature of the corpus and, importantly, one in which the translation tradition is faithful to rather 

than departing from the Hebrew. This finding also invites reflection on the divergence between 

the Hebrew grammatical text and specific strands of later Jewish reception: where aggadic 

midrash such as Genesis Rabbah 56.8 and targumic elaborations such as Targum Pseudo-

Jonathan imagine Isaac as a willing agent, the Masoretic Hebrew itself, the more conservative 

Targum Onkelos, and every English translation examined, consistently foreclose that agentive 

possibility at the grammatical level (see 4.1.4). This divergence between text and reception is 

not a translation phenomenon at all, but a feature of how particular later interpretive 

communities have read against the grain of the Hebrew's own syntax, while others (Onkelos 

among them) have not; the finding has implications for the reception history of Genesis 22 

across faith traditions and for the broader question of how interpretation relates to, and 

sometimes departs from, grammatical evidence. 

A note on the Aqedah in Islamic tradition is warranted here, given the claim in the introduction 

that Genesis 22 matters across all three Abrahamic traditions. The Quranic account of the 

sacrifice (Surah 37:100–111) does not name the son and has generated extensive debate within 

Islamic scholarship as to whether the intended victim is Ishmael or Isaac (see Firestone, 1990, 

for a comprehensive account). The study does not examine the Arabic text or Islamic 

interpretive traditions, but this represents a significant area for future interdisciplinary research 

connecting the Hebrew philological methodology employed here to the broader Abrahamic 

reception of the Aqedah. 

6. Conclusion 

This study has provided a systematic philological analysis of the Hebrew source text of Genesis 

22:1–19 (its verbal stems, its accusative participant marking, its waw-consecutive narrative 

syntax, and the semantic range of its key lexemes) and has applied the transitivity system 

developed by Halliday (1994) and refined by Halliday and Matthiessen (2004), together with 

van Leeuwen's (1996, 2008) social actor framework, to examine how this Hebrew-
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grammaticalised agency is preserved, reshaped, or reassigned across six major English Bible 

translations: the KJV, RSV, NIV, NRSV, ESV, and NLT. The analysis has demonstrated that 

close philological attention to the Hebrew text is a necessary foundation for understanding why 

these translations, while all rendering the same source text, construct systematically different 

distributions of agency among God, Abraham, and Isaac. 

Four principal findings emerge. First, the Hebrew verb nissāh (נִסָה) (v. 1) is a Piel form with an 

evaluative-resultative semantic range that the KJV's 1611 'tempt' served adequately in its period 

sense; the interpretive gap now perceived between 'tempt' and 'test' reflects subsequent semantic 

narrowing in English, while the NLT's 'tested Abraham's faith' extends beyond the Hebrew's 

Actor–Goal structure altogether. Second, the aggregate process type distributions (Table 2) 

reveal that material processes dominate all six translations but are proportionally most prevalent 

in formal equivalence translations (KJV, ESV: 64%) and least in the NLT (53%). Third, named 

activation of Abraham at the narrative's peak tension (wayyišlaḥ ʾabrāhām; בְרָהָם ח אַּ יִשְׁלַּ  is (וַּ

preserved in four translations (KJV, RSV, NRSV, ESV) and elided through pronominal 

substitution in two (NIV, NLT). Fourth, Isaac's grammatical passivation as accusative-marked 

Goal is reproduced without exception across all six translations, the single most consistent 

cross-translational feature of the corpus, while the NLT's omission of min-haššāmayim (מִן־

יִם שָמַּ  .in verse 11 is the most significant departure from the Hebrew (הַּ

These findings contribute to scholarship in four respects. They demonstrate that a Hebrew-

grounded philological baseline is a necessary precondition for transitivity and social-actor 

analysis of biblical translations, not an optional supplement. They show that translation 

philosophy correlates with fidelity to specific, identifiable Hebrew grammatical features rather 

than with agency construction in the abstract. They enrich the reception history of the Aqedah 

by demonstrating that what has traditionally been analysed as an interpretive question — how 

agency is grammatically constructed in Genesis 22. — is answerable in the first instance by the 

grammar of the Hebrew text itself. And they establish a replicable methodological template, 

grounded in Hebrew philology and then in comparative SFL analysis, extensible to other 

passages and language traditions. 

6.1 Limitations and Future Research 

Several limitations should be acknowledged. The corpus is restricted to six English translations 

from the Protestant/ecumenical tradition; a Jewish translation (particularly the NJPS) would 

enrich future comparative analysis. The analysis is based on a relatively small number of verses 
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(N = 19), so the aggregate frequency counts in Table 2 should be treated as exploratory rather 

than statistically robust. Additionally, paratextual factors such as translators' notes and 

committee decisions may have influenced rendering choices beyond the clause-level analysis. 

Future research might extend the methodology to a fuller text-critical treatment of the Masoretic 

cantillation marks (ṭeʿamim; טְעָמִים), to Greek (Septuagint), Latin (Vulgate), and Arabic 

renderings for a broader cross-traditional perspective, and to larger-scale computational 

transitivity analysis. The approach could also be applied to other theologically significant, 

morphologically dense passages: Genesis 3 (agency and blame), Genesis 4 (agency and 

violence), Ruth (agency and gender), and the Passion narratives in their Greek source text 

(agency and sacrifice). 

Ultimately, this study affirms Sternberg's (1985, p. 1) insight that the literary artistry of the 

Hebrew Bible is not incidental to but constitutive of its meaning. The translators who have 

rendered Genesis 22 into English across four centuries have not merely conveyed that meaning; 

working from — and sometimes against — the grammar of the Hebrew original, they have 

participated in an ongoing act of construction and reconstruction that this study has sought to 

ground philologically and to make linguistically visible and analytically documentable. 
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Notes 

¹ The waw-consecutive (also called waw-relative or wayyiqtol) is the standard narrative tense 

form in Biblical Hebrew, in which a sequence of imperfect verb forms prefixed by waw (ַּו ) 
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drives a chain of sequentially ordered past-tense material processes. For an authoritative 

grammatical account, see Waltke and O'Connor (1990, §§29.2–29.4) and Joüon and Muraoka 

(2006, §§118–119). 

² The root nsh (נסה) is listed in the Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament 

(HALOT; Koehler, Baumgartner, & Stamm, 2001, Vol. 3, p. 702) with the primary glosses 'to 

test, to try, to put to the test.' The related noun massāh (סָה  is consistently distinguished in (מַּ

biblical usage from temptation toward sin. The Piel form nissāh (נִסָה) at Genesis 22:1 is 

therefore better rendered as 'tested' or 'tried' than as 'tempted,' a point recognised in the RSV's 

revision of the KJV in 1952. 

³ On the KJV translation process and its theological context, see Norton (2000, pp. 47–91). The 

KJV translators used the Bishop's Bible (1568) as their primary base text and worked under 

ecclesiastical oversight from the Church of England; their rendering choices reflect a complex 

negotiation of humanist scholarship and Protestant theological concerns that Norton analyses 

in detail. 

⁴ The Hebrew verb šāḥaṭ (ט  is often used of cultic sacrifice but is not an exclusively cultic (שָׁחַּ

term: HALOT records its use of ordinary animal slaughter for food (e.g., Gen 37:31) and of 

non-cultic killing of people at scale (e.g., 2 Kgs 10:7; 25:7) (HALOT, Vol. 4, pp. 1344–1345; 

BDB, p. 1006). Its rendering as 'slaughter' (NIV, ESV), 'slay' (KJV, RSV), or 'kill' (NRSV, 

NLT) in Genesis 22:10 is therefore best assessed as a register choice made in light of the 

passage's surrounding sacrificial framing (the explicit ʿōlāh vocabulary of vv. 2, 7–8), rather 

than as a direct index of how each translation construes the semantic range of šḥṭ itself. 

⁵ Targum Pseudo-Jonathan to Genesis 22:9 reads: 'Isaac opened his mouth and said to his father: 

Bind me well, lest I tremble at the sight of the knife and cause a blemish in the offering' 

(translation following Clarke, 1984, p. 71). The edition used is: Maher, M. (1992). Targum 

Pseudo-Jonathan: Genesis (Aramaic Bible, Vol. 1B). Liturgical Press. The Theodor-Albeck 

edition of Genesis Rabbah is: Theodor, J., & Albeck, H. (1965). Midrash Bereshit Rabba: 

Critical Edition with Notes and Commentary (2nd ed., 3 vols.). Wahrmann. 

 

References 



European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 2 (2026) 

 

108 

Aissen, J. (2003). Differential object marking: Iconicity vs. economy. Natural Language & 

Linguistic Theory, 21(3), 435–483. 

Bekins, P. (2014a). Transitivity and object marking in Biblical Hebrew: An investigation of the 

object preposition ʾet (Harvard Semitic Studies 64). Eisenbrauns. 

Bekins, P. (2014b). Object marking on the Mesha Inscription. Kleine Untersuchungen zur 

Sprache des Alten Testaments und seiner Umwelt, 17. 

Brown, F., Driver, S.R., & Briggs, C.A. (1906). A Hebrew and English lexicon of the Old 

Testament. Clarendon Press. [BDB] 

Crossway. (2001). Preface to the English Standard Version. In The Holy Bible: English 

Standard Version. Crossway. 

Delaney, C. (1998). Abraham on trial: The social legacy of biblical myth. Princeton University 

Press. 

Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft. (1997). Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (5th ed.). Deutsche 

Bibelgesellschaft. [BHS] 

Eggins, S. (2004). An introduction to systemic functional linguistics (2nd ed.). Continuum. 

Firestone, R. (1990). Journeys in holy lands: The evolution of the Abraham-Ishmael legends in 

Islamic exegesis. State University of New York Press. 

Halliday, M.A.K. (1985). An introduction to functional grammar (1st ed.). Edward Arnold. 

Halliday, M.A.K. (1994). An introduction to functional grammar (2nd ed.). Edward Arnold. 

Halliday, M.A.K., & Hasan, R. (1989). Language, context, and text: Aspects of language in a 

social-semiotic perspective. Oxford University Press. 

Halliday, M.A.K., & Matthiessen, C.M.I.M. (2004). An introduction to functional grammar 

(3rd ed.). Hodder Arnold. 

International Bible Society. (1978). Preface to the New International Version. In The Holy 

Bible: New International Version. Zondervan. 

Joüon, P., & Muraoka, T. (2006). A grammar of Biblical Hebrew (Rev. ed.). Pontifical Biblical 

Institute. (Original work published 1991) 



European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 2 (2026) 

 

109 

Khan, G. (1984). Object markers and agreement pronouns in Semitic languages. Bulletin of the 

School of Oriental and African Studies, 47(3), 468–500. 

Koehler, L., Baumgartner, W., & Stamm, J.J. (2001). The Hebrew and Aramaic lexicon of the 

Old Testament (M.E.J. Richardson, Ed. & Trans., 2 vols. combined ed.). Brill. 

[HALOT] 

Levenson, J.D. (1993). The death and resurrection of the beloved son: The transformation of 

child sacrifice in Judaism and Christianity. Yale University Press. 

Maher, M. (1992). Targum Pseudo-Jonathan: Genesis (Aramaic Bible, Vol. 1B). Liturgical 

Press. 

Matthiessen, C.M.I.M. (1995). Lexicogrammatical cartography: English systems. International 

Language Sciences Publishers. 

Middle English Dictionary. (n.d.). Tempten, v. In Middle English dictionary. University of 

Michigan. https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-

dictionary/dictionary/MED44756 

Nida, E.A. (1964). Toward a science of translating: With special reference to principles and 

procedures involved in Bible translating. E.J. Brill. 

Nida, E.A., & Taber, C.R. (1969). The theory and practice of translation. E.J. Brill. 

Norton, D. (2000). A history of the Bible as literature. Cambridge University Press. 

Rashkow, I.N. (1993). The phallacy of Genesis: A feminist-psychoanalytic approach. 

Westminster John Knox Press. 

Sternberg, M. (1985). The poetics of biblical narrative: Ideological literature and the drama of 

reading. Indiana University Press. 

Strauss, M.L., & De Waard, J. (2011). The challenge of Bible translation: Communicating 

God's Word in a changing world. Zondervan. 

Theodor, J., & Albeck, H. (1965). Midrash Bereshit Rabba: Critical edition with notes and 

commentary (2nd ed., 3 vols.). Wahrmann. 

Thompson, G. (2004). Introducing functional grammar (2nd ed.). Arnold. 



European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 2 (2026) 

 

110 

Tyndale House. (2004). Preface to the New Living Translation (2nd ed.). In Holy Bible: New 

Living Translation. Tyndale House. 

van Leeuwen, T. (1996). The representation of social actors. In C.R. Caldas-Coulthard & M. 

Coulthard (Eds.), Texts and practices: Readings in critical discourse analysis (pp. 32–

70). Routledge. 

van Leeuwen, T. (2008). Discourse and practice: New tools for critical discourse analysis. 

Oxford University Press. 

Venuti, L. (1995). The translator's invisibility: A history of translation. Routledge. 

Waltke, B.K., & O'Connor, M. (1990). An introduction to Biblical Hebrew syntax. Eisenbrauns. 

Webster, N. (1828). American dictionary of the English language. S. Converse. 

Wilt, T. (2003). Bible translation: Frames of reference. St. Jerome. 

Zewi, T. (2013). Syntax, Biblical Hebrew. In G. Khan (Ed.), Encyclopedia of Hebrew language 

and linguistics (Vol. 3, pp. 688–699). Brill. 

 



European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 2 (2026) 

 

111 

EUROPEAN HEBREW JOURNAL 
Volume 1, Issue 2 (2026)  ·  ISSN 3122-8879 (Online) 

Diamond Open Access  ·  Double-Blind Peer-Reviewed Journal 

RESEARCH ARTICLE 

Not Lamb of God but Old Scape Goat: Job as Gospel 

Parody in Shemot Rabbah 

Sivan Nir 
Institute of Jewish Studies, University of Vienna, Austria 

Published in: European Hebrew Journal, Volume 1, Issue 2 (2026) 
Article Type: Research Article 
Peer Review: Double-Blind Peer Review 
Academic Editor: Prof. Dr. Susannah Heschel, Dartmouth College / Harvard Divinity School, USA 
Received: 10 June 2026   |   Accepted: 14 August 2026   |   Published: 17 August 2026 

ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2365-5045 
Corresponding author: Sivan Nir   |   sivan.nir@univie.ac.at; magitriad@gmail.com 

 
Abstract 
This article argues that the Job scapegoat parable preserved in ySotah and Bereshit Rabbah, develops into 

subtle parody of Christian supersessionism that reaches its zenith in the medieval Shemot Rabbah. Shemot 
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people,” Shemot Rabbah reconfigures patristic reception of Christian typology: Job becomes not a 
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Midrash thereby inverts the Gospel motifs of the Agnus Dei in John and the roles of the sheep and goats in 

Matthew 25. Read against the Christian exegetic and visual environments of late antique and early medieval 
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1. Introduction 

An unusual rabbinic parable appears in three late antique and early medieval midrashic 

corpora. In each version, God offers the “goat” Job to a predatory wolf to safeguard His 

flock of Israel.163 The sheepherding motif and the Exodus Jews as a lamb are not distinct 

in midrash.164 The goat sheep contrast is. Consequently, the versions differ in detail 

with the latest Shemot Rabbah manifestation containing numerous additions. Those 

additions are better understood in a Christian context.  

Gabrielle Oberhänsli Widmer already recognized the unique flourishes of Job’s 

suffering in Shemot Rabbah as model of vicarious suffering (“stellvertretendes 

Leiden”; e.g., Is 53) that rabbinic Judaism suppressed later due to its Christian 

appropriation.165 Hence, she implied a broadly Christian context. However, I will show 

that the unique details engage with Christianity much further then she suggested. 

Jeffrey Rubenstein’s work on rabbinic narrative encourages attention to such diachronic 

differences. Later redactors often reshaped inherited traditions to express new 

concerns.166 Similar processes appear in other rabbinic parodies. Faint motifs in 

                                                 
163 I wrote this paper as part of my work for the FWF project, Job in Jewish Literature of the Early 

Middle Ages (Grant DOI 10.55776/PAT5867124t), Institute for Medieval Studies, Austrian Academy 

of Sciences – Institute of Jewish Studies, University of Vienna. I thank Prof. Cordoni and Prof. 

Polliack for their early feedback, as well as  Prof. Herman. I thank the two anonymous reviewers for 

asking for more early Christian context and for the clearer development model.  

  
164 Neither the image of God as shepherd nor Israel as his flock is especially interesting in talmudic 

literature; what requires explanation is the presence of Job as a scapegoat-figure. For the biblical 

shepherd motif, see Gen 48:15; 49:24; Deut 26:5–8; Jer 13:17; Mic 7:14; and especially Ezek 34:16, 

20, 23–24. On God as shepherd-judge, see Jack Vancil, “Shepherd,” in Anchor Bible Dictionary, 

6:1189–91; and C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 

1978), 310.  For the rabbinic parable in which Israel is a lamb pulled between Pharaoh (the wolf) and 

Moses (the shepherd), see Shemot Rabbah 5:21 // Tanchuma VaʾEra 6 (attrib. R. Yehuda b. Shalom). 

On God seeking the lost lamb, see Midrash Tehillim 119:3. For Israel as God’s firstborn lamb saved by 

sacrificing the ass (= Egypt), see Tanchuma Bamidbar 20; for Isaac as a lamb, Tanchuma Shemot 1; 

and for God’s singular love for Israel as a lone lamb among many, Tanchuma Buber, Beshalach 15. 

These might be other late midrash uses of the lamb motif but not parodies of it.  
165  Gabrielle Oberhänsli-Widmer, “Hiob in Midrasch und Talmud,” in Hiob in jüdischer Antike und 

Moderne, vol. 3 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2016), 146–48. This kind of Isaiahn reading is also possible 

in the other less extensive versions and thus not specific enough. Even the more so considering v.7 sees 

the servant as a lamb.   Moreover, she describes Shemot Rabba 21:7 as growing out of the combination 

of the two shouts in the inyan-verse and the petiḥa-verse: Exodus 14:15 (‘Then the Lord said to Moses: 

Why do you cry out to me?) and Job 36:19 (‘Is your cry for help ready before distress comes?’).  
166 Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories: Narrative Art, Composition, and Culture (Baltimore: Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 1999). See also Michael L. Satlow, “Beyond Influence: Toward a New 

Historiographic Paradigm,” in Jewish Literatures and Cultures: Context and Intertext, ed. Anita Norich 

and Yaron Z. Eliav (Providence: Brown Judaic Studies, 2008), 37–53. 
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Palestinian Amoraic texts grow more pointed in the Bavli, before reaching fuller 

expression in medieval works, such as Alpha Beta de Ben Sira.167 

The sconed section of this paper (2) will show that what starts as a parable in the 

Yerushalmi that may suppress a postbiblical demonic obstacle to the Exodus, turns into 

polemic with precedents for the Gentile church in Bereshit Rabbah before coalescing 

into a full-blown parody of Gospel reception in Shemot Rabbah.168  

I will demonstrate (2.3) that Shemot Rabbah’s unique contents constitutes what Holger 

Zellentin would define as an external parody: a rabbinic text that: 1. imitates to overturn 

a text outside of rabbinic literature (// gospel reception). 2. Mostly targets 

supersessionist readings (the words of Samel unique to Shemot Rabbah).169 3. Shows 

an element of self-criticism and ambiguity (// Job’s survival and righteousness unique 

to Shemot Rabbah). 

This parodic reading aligns with a broader scholarly view that post Constantinian rabbis 

developed older narratives into subtle polemical ones. These narratives rarely mention 

Christianity directly, yet they engage its theological claims and cultural presence.170 

Furthermore, while it is untenable that large sections in midrash are meant as anti-

Christian polemic, scholars have recognized enough cases to necessitate a 

contemplating comparative reading. Such readings can further our understanding of 

seemingly inexplicit changes in rabbinic versions of various periods. 

                                                 
167 Holger M. Zellentin, Rabbinic Parodies of Jewish and Christian Literature (Tübingen: Mohr 

Siebeck, 2011), 226–30. 
168 For the rabbinic parable in which Israel is a lamb pulled between Pharaoh (the wolf) and Moses (the 

shepherd), see ShemR 5:21 // Tan VaʾEra 6 (attrib. R. Yehuda b. Shalom). On God seeking the lost 

lamb, see MidTeh 119:3. For Israel as God’s firstborn lamb saved by sacrificing the ass (// Egypt), see 

Tanchuma Bamidbar 20; for Isaac as a lamb, Tan Shemot 1; and for God’s singular love for Israel as a 

lone lamb among many, TanB, Beshalach 15. These are other late midrash uses of the lamb but not 

parodies of it.  
169 Zellentin, Rabbinic Parodies, 139. 
170 See for instance, Burton L. Visotzky, “Goys ‘R’n’t Us: Rabbinic Anti-Gentile Polemic in 

Yerushalmi Berakhot 9:1,” in Heresy and Identity in Late Antiquity, ed. Eduard Iricinschi and Holger 

M. Zellentin (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 299–313; Peter Schäfer, Jesus in the Talmud (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2007); Adam H. Becker and Annette Yoshiko Reed, eds., The Ways That 

Never Parted: Jews and Christians in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages (Tübingen: Mohr 

Siebeck, 2003); Mark G. Hirshman, A Rivalry of Genius: Jewish and Christian Biblical Interpretation 

in Late Antiquity (Albany: SUNY Press, 1996); and E. P. Sanders, ed., Jewish and Christian 

Self-Definition (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1981). 
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I will chart a parallel medieval move from Yerushalmi/Bereshit Rabbah to Shemot 

Rabbah. This move parallels the wildly held view that as it is in the later redacted Bavli 

rather than Palestinian sources one finds direct confrontation with Christianity. Hence, 

it is logical that equally later redacted Palestinian midrash, such as Shemot Rabbah, 

might also be more explicit and elaborate.171 

As the rabbis do not overtly cite Christian texts, this study (part 3) follows Zellentin’s 

methodological approach that uses Patristic interpretations as proxies for the Christian 

exegetical environment that surrounded the rabbis.172 I will first discuss such 

commentaries that establish Job as a prefiguration of Jesus and as later ones that like 

Shemot Rabbah, argue for an identification with the Lamb of God as well, especially 

Gregory the Great, whose ever popular “Moralia in Iob” and  a lesser-known 

Commentary of Phillip the Presbyter that uses the same Joban verses as the Midrash as 

anti-Jewish polemic. I then will reread both John (3.1) and Matthew (3.2) to illustrate 

the inversion of their interpreted theologies in Shemot Rabbah. An inversion that 

suggests familiarity with older perhaps Jewish Christian views.  

Before I begin, however, I must raise an important methodological note. This parody 

does not require even an indirect rabbinic engagement with Patristic writings. Jewish 

Christian texts (e.g., Epistle of Barnabas), Christian liturgy, visual culture, and public 

recitation of Gospel passages made the Lamb symbol widely accessible. Early Christian 

art, including in Palestine, frequently depicted the “Good Shepherd”, and early 

medieval representations of John holding a lamb publicized the Agnus Dei motif.173 

The Agnus Dei prayer in Christian liturgy, the presence of monastic flocks of sheep 

rather than goats as living fulfillment of the typology,174 and the growing medieval 

interest in Job through the Office of the Dead further contributed to a shared symbolic 

environment.175 

                                                 
171 See Daniel Boyarin, “Hellenism in Jewish Babylonia,” in Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert and Martin 

S. Jaffee, eds., The Cambridge Companion to the Talmud and Rabbinic Literature (Cambridge, UK: 

Cambridge University Press, 2007), 358. 
172 Zellentin, Rabbinic Parodies, 141–42. 
173 S. J. Nortjé, “Lamb of God (John 1:29): An Explanation from Ancient Christian Art,” 

Neotestamentica 30, no. 1 (1996): 143, 148. 
174 Matilda Holmes, “The ‘Lamb of God’ in the Early Middle Ages: A Zooarchaeological Perspective,” 

Journal of Medieval History 49, no. 5 (2023): 701–10. 
175 Lawrence L. Besserman, The Legend of Job in the Middle Ages (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1979), 57–58. 
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Figure 1:Throne of Maximian (early Sixth Century, John is in the middle panel 

holding a lamb medallion):176 

  

The argument advanced here remains speculative, since early medieval Palestinian 

rabbinic culture survives only in fragments. Nevertheless, the contextual reading of the 

Job goat parable and its elaboration in Shemot Rabbah produces a more coherent 

interpretive framework that enriches our understanding of both Jewish and Christian 

sources and communities.177 The paper will argue that most of Shemot Rabbah’s 

details, such as Job’s survival and confession, would be senseless without a 

comparative reading.  

2. Analysis of the Rabbinic Versions 

A close examination of the three extant rabbinic versions: ySotah 5:6, Bereshit Rabbah 

57:4, and Shemot Rabbah 21:7, reveals a diachronic progression from terse allusion, to 

polemic, and to expansive parodic narrative. What starts as implied chronological 

considerations (‘what is the connection between  Job and the Exodus?’) in the 

Yerushalmi, turns into polemic in Bereshit Rabbah (‘who cares if Job suffers?’), and 

into a full parody in Shemot Rabbah (‘Job as Jesus as Scapegoat just for Jews’). The 

following translations are my updates of Jospeh Leibowitz.178  

2.1 The Yerushalmi: Repression of Satan and Moral Anxiety  

R. Yose b. Halaftah says: He (Job) lived when they  (Israel) went down into 

Egypt and died when they came out. 

                                                 
176 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Throne_of_Maximian#/media/File:Catedra_de_Maximiano.jpg 

Uploaded: 4 February 2018. 
177 Contrast Peter Schäfer’s introduction in Talmud Yerushalmi and Graeco-Roman Culture, ed. Peter 

Schäfer (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1998), 1–23. 
178 See Joseph Leibowitz, “The Image of Job in Rabbinic Literature,” PhD diss., University of 

California, Los Angeles, 1987, 263–267. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Throne_of_Maximian#/media/File:Catedra_de_Maximiano.jpg
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It is like a shepherd when a wolf came and attacked his sheep. What did he do? 

He took one goat and placed it before him, as it is written “God hands me over 

to the evildoer and through the hands of the wicked He wrings me out” (Job 

16:11). 

R. Ishmael said in a Baraita: Job was of Pharoah's slaves and of the grandees of 

his entourage was he, as it is written “He that feared the word of the Lord” 

(among the servants of Pharaoh made his servants and his cattle flee into the 

houses) (Exod 9:20) and it is written of him “and that man was perfect and 

upright, and one that feared God, and eschewed evil” (Job 1:1). (ySot 25b [5:6]) 

The Yerushalmi, or Palestinian Talmud, is a rabbinic compilation produced in late 

fourth to early fifth-century Roman Palestine. This a period marked by Constantine’s 

conversion, Julian’s failed temple project, the decline of Jewish institutions such as the 

Patriarchate, and the Christianization of Palestine. The Yerushalmi thus reflects the first 

prominence of a rabbinic community, one who responded to profound shifts in power 

and identity. Because it is possibly the first major rabbinic work shaped within a fully 

Christian imperial context, the Yerushalmi usually provides a fitting point of departure 

for examining early Jewish responses to Christianity.179 However, the context of the 

parable seems lacking in this account.  

In the above,  R. Yose b. Halaftah states that Job lived during Israel’s descent into Egypt 

and died when they left. The parable that follows describes a shepherd who confronts a 

wolf that attacks his sheep. The shepherd places a goat before the wolf, and the wolf 

turns toward the goat. The text cites Job 16:11 to support this image. R. Ishmael then 

identifies Job as part of Pharaoh’s inner circle, based on a linguistic analogy.180  

The Yerushalmi opens with an implied chronological question of when Job lived. It 

then proves the asserted Exodus context using  a parable whose details are unclear. 

There are no lesson and no mention of the wolf’s identity. The account then moves into 

                                                 
179 See for instance, Catherine Heszer, “The Creation of the Talmud Yerushalmi and Apophthegmata 

Patrum as Monuments to the Rabbinic and Monastic Movements in Early Byzantine Times,” Jewish 

Studies Quarterly 25, no. 4 (2018): 368–93. Stylistically, it favors concise halakhic rulings, limits 

debate, avoids speculative reasoning, and often harmonizes disagreements features could be interpreted 

as a deliberate strategy to assert coherence and authority in a Christianizing environment. See David C. 

Kraemer, “The First Talmud: The Yerushalmi,” in A History of the Talmud, 100–25 (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2019). 
180 Job is identified using an undisclosed deduction that someone in Pharoah’s vicinity was also “God 

fearing” as told of Job (1:1) and had much cattle like Job’s many possessions. 
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the realm of apologetics to tie both parable and setting. Job deserved to die and suffer 

in his namesake book because he was one of Pharao’s councilors.181   

However, the parable raises further difficulties when it cites Job’s complaint (16:11). 

The Yerushalmi has already stated that Job died at the time of the Exodus. If v.11 

occurred at that time when God gave Job to Satan as a distraction, then Job outlived 

this compliant verse and the Exodus for decades based on his longevity (Job 42:16).182 

Were these complaints spoken at the time of his death or before his restoration?  

Overall, the Yerushalmi version uses the parable to allude to a narrative it does not spell 

out. Bereshit Rabba and Shemot Rabbah, as we shall see, identify the wolf as Satanic 

resistance to the Exodus. The same idea is to be found in, for instance, Jubilees 48. God 

binds Mastêmâ to prevent him from accusing the Israelites and delaying the Exodus:  

15 And on the fourteenth day and on the fifteenth and on the sixteenth and on 

the seventeenth and on the eighteenth the prince of the Mastêmâ was bound and 

imprisoned behind the children of Israel that he might not accuse them. 16. And 

on the nineteenth we let them loose that they might help the Egyptians and 

pursue the children of Israel… 18. And on the fourteenth we bound him that he 

might not accuse the children of Israel on the day when they asked the Egyptians 

for vessels and garments, vessels of silver, and vessels of gold, and vessels of 

bronze, in order to despoil the Egyptians in return for the bondage in which they 

had forced them to serve. (Charles, 1913) 

Consequently, the Yerushalmi parable presupposes and resolves a narrative akin to this 

Jubilees one, through the sacrifice of Job. God distracted Satan with the Job narrative. 

The Yerushalmi thus emerges as another rabbinic repression of older traditions 

implying limited dualism, which a later midrash, restates openly. Better not say Satan 

is that autonomous and Job had it coming.183      

                                                 
181 Judith Baskin, Pharaoh's Counsellors: Job, Jethro, and Balaam in Rabbinic and Patristic Tradition 

(Chicago: Brown Judaic Studies, 1983), 23–24.  
182  Leibowitz, “Image of Job”, 264. 
183 See Adelman, Return of the Repressed, introduction. For other such struggles with Satan in midrash, 

including ShemR, see Ephraim Elimelech Urbach, The Sages: Their Concepts and Beliefs, 3rd printing 

(Jerusalem: Magnes, 1975), 140–44 [in Heb.]. 
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2.2 Bereshit Rabbah: Triumph Over Prefiguration of the Church 

R. Yose b. Halaftah says: He was born when they went down into Egypt and 

died when they came out. 

You find that essentially Job's years were 210 and Israel stayed in Egypt for 210 

years.  

And Satan came to bring charges against them and He let him loose on Job. 

R. Hanninah b. Aha and R. Hama bar Haninnah (differ): R. Haninah b. Aha 

says: (It is) as a shepherd who would stand and watch his flock. A wolf came 

and attacked it (lit. wanted to become attached to it). He said: give it one he-

goat that he might let loose upon it. 

R. Hama b. Haninah says: (it is) as a king  who is sitting at a meal and a dog 

comes and attacks him. He says give  him a bone that he might let loose upon 

it. 

As it is said “God hands me over to the evildoer184 and through the hands of the 

wicked He wrings me out” (Job 16:11) O that it was righteous men! But wicked 

men?! (BerR 27:4; emphasis mine)185 

Bereshit Rabbah, the earliest rabbinic commentary on Genesis (Roman Palestine 5th 

century CE), offers a distinctly rabbinic interpretation of Genesis that also counters  

Gnostic and other esoteric readings of the text.186 Compatibly, Bereshit Rabbah shows 

signs of Rabbinic acculturation to the Christianized Empire through its “polyphony” or 

the expressions of multiple views that counteract crystalizing Christian dogmatism.187  

Bereshit Rabbah 27:4 is easier to parse than the Yerushalmi and has clear polemical 

overtones. It introduces Satan as the wolf (“and Satan came) and replaces the 

Yerushalmi’s moral discomfort with triumphalism (“As it is said”). Bereshit Rabbah  

presents two parables that share a lesson. R. Haninah b. Aha describes a shepherd who 

                                                 
184 Satan is implied to be “the evil doer” singular capitalized, a known evil doer 
185 The second parable attributed to R. Hama b. Haninah describes God as a  king sitting and eating, 

implying the scene of the first Passover, attacked by a dog. The fact that Satan’s ill intent towards the 

Jews is interpreted as directed at the King himself heightens the divine intimacy. 
186 Günter Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, 2nd ed. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 

1996), 303. See extensively in for example, Genesis Rabbah in Text and Context, Peter Schäfer, 

Martha Himmelfarb, Sarit Kattan Gribetz and David M. Grossberg. Eds., (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 

2016). 
187 On topics such as Creation, the Destruction of the Temple, Eden, the Patriarchs, and more. See 

Maren R. Niehoff, “Creatio Ex Nihilo Theology in Genesis Rabbah in Light of Christian Exegesis,” 

Harvard Theological Review 99, no. 1 (2006): 37–64; Hanan Mazeh, “Built, Destroyed, and Built 

Again: Temple and History in Genesis Rabbah in Light of Christian Sources,” The Jewish Quarterly 

Review 110, no. 4 (2020): 652–78; The Exegetical Encounter Between Jews and Christians in Late 

Antiquity, ed. Emmanouela Grypeou and Helen Spurling (Leiden: Brill, 2009). 
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watches his flock. A wolf approaches, and the shepherd offers a single he-goat to divert 

it. R. Hama b. Haninah offers a second image. A king sits at a meal when a dog attacks 

him. The king orders that a bone be given to the dog so that it will turn away. Both 

parables share the same formulation that trivializes the sacrifice of Job, notably only 

“one” goat or bone compared to a whole flock or meal offered to “let loose over it.” Job 

is not important to God.  

Bereshit Rabbah differs significantly than the Yerushalmi in its triumphant tone. Judith 

Baskin suggested that Amoraic texts, like Bereshit Rabbah, argued for the primacy of 

the Jews over even righteous Christians through the sacrifice of Job. In this way, the 

rabbis could unravel the polemical views that saw in such righteous figures the 

precedent for the Gentile Church replacing then contemporary Jews.188  

Compatibly, the most significant difference between the Yerushalmi and Bereshit 

Rabbah is that Job’s moral indignation is embraced rather than explained away as his 

punishment: “O that it was righteous men! But wicked men?!” Hence, Bereshit Rabbah  

leaves Job’s indignation with no answer. It does not need one. Consequently, Bereshit 

Rabbah is the rabbis generic answer to Job’s appropriation by various Church fathers 

(3 below).  

In terms of literary development, it is very difficult to ascertain whether the Yerushalmi 

is more primal than Bereshit Rabbah or whether these are parallel versions contending 

with the same Second Temple dualism, whereupon the Yerushalmi is laconic where 

Bereshit Rabbah is extant. At most, one can argue for Lectio difficilior potior in favor 

of the Yerushalmi. 

In terms of polemics, however, Bereshit Rabbah with its two parables and Joban 

complaint is a clear development of anti-righteous Gentile sentiments. Nonetheless, it 

is to Shemot Rabbah’s elaborations I will turn for a more direct parody of  Christian 

typologies and claims.  

                                                 
188 Baskin, Pharoah’s Councilors, 19–21. 
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2.3 Shemot Rabbah: Narrative Parody  

R. Hama bar Haninah said, at the hour when Israel came out of Egypt, Samael 

the angel stood to bring charges against them.    

R. Hama bar Haninah explained it in the name of his father: A parable of a 

shepherd who was taking sheep across the river. A wolf came to attack the 

sheep. The shepherd who was an expert, what did he do? He took  a large goat 

and gave it to him. He said let him fight with this (goat) until we cross the river 

and afterwards, I will bring him (the goat) over. 

So too when Israel left Egypt, Samael the angel stood to condemn them. He said 

to the Holy One, blessed be he, Master of the Universe, until now these people 

were worshiping Idols and now you are splitting the Sea for them? 

What did the Holy One, blessed be he, do? He gave over to him one of the 

advisors to Pharaoh, as it is written “a wholehearted and upright man” (Job 

1:1).189 He said to him (Samael): He is in your hands. The Holy One, blessed be 

he, said, while he is busy with Job Israel will go to the Sea and go into it and 

afterwards, I will save Job. 

This is what Job said: “I was at ease and He smashed me, he seized me by the 

neck and crushed me (Job 16:12a)” in order to make me a target for (the sake) 

of His people, as it is said “He sat me up as his target” (Job 16:12b) and it is 

written “God hand me over to the evil doer” (Job 16:11) and in order that Israel 

should not come out evil in the judgment, He wrings me out in his hands. This 

is what is meant by “and through the hands of the wicked he wrings me out.(Job 

16:11)” 

At the same time the Holy One, blessed be he, said to Moses, Moses behold  I 

have given Job to Satan. What should you do? “Speak to the People of Israel 

that they should travel (Exod 14:15).” (ShemR 21:7; emphasis mine) 

This section of Shemot Rabbah is part of the older and larger homiletic Tanchuma 

section (chapters 16ff), a collection of thematic sermons, which belongs to the “middle” 

Tanchuma literature, so named after one if its common sages R. Tanchuma. This 

literature constitutes the major aggadic contribution of the early middle ages. Thus, this 

account was redacted in fifth to the latest eighth century (Palestine?). I view it as 

secondary compared to the Amoraic ones above in light of its massively expanded 

version of the parable and the anonymity of the speakers.190 I cannot guarantee whether 

                                                 
189 See Leibowitz, “Image of Job,” 267.  
190  The most extensive analysis is still Zohara Pardess-Feinstein, “The Pentateuchal Portions 

Concerning the Tabernacle (Terumah-Tetzavveh, Vayyaqhel-Pequdei) in Midrash Exodus Rabbah II – 

Text, Content, Structure and Goals,” PhD diss., (Jerusalem, 2010), 267–84. Her dating is based on its 

sages and uses of Greek and Latin. Our text is mostly anonymous.  
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Shemot Rabbah is adapting an account like the Yerushalmi or like Bereshit Rabbah, 

though the latter seems likelier through the only named sage.191 

R. Hama bar Haninah teaches that when Israel left Egypt and were standing before the 

Sea, Samael stood ready to accuse them of idolatry. He explains this through a parable. 

A shepherd leads his sheep across a river. A wolf approaches, and the shepherd, who is 

an expert, places a large goat before the wolf. The wolf turns toward the goat, and the 

shepherd brings the sheep across. He then returns for the goat that survives. Shemot 

Rabbah applies this image to the Exodus. Samael challenges Israel’s worthiness, and 

God responds by handing Job to him. Job appears as one of Pharaoh’s advisors but only 

described just as “wholehearted and upright.”192 God instructs Moses to lead Israel 

forward while Samael remains occupied with Job. 

Given that Shemot Rabbah is replete with details, I will divide these into internal 

literary developments and polemical ones. I shall first briefly go over the literary 

changes. First, the Midrash enhances the prestige of the characters.  God is extolled as 

an “expert” shepherd. Job is now a “large goat,” implying his importance and merit. 

Second, literary adaptions to tighten the connection between parable and lesson-

narrative. The narrative is relocated to the Sea crossing to better fit with the river detail 

in the parable as bodies of water.193 Job quotes 16:12a in a fuller manner, which is a 

verse section that fits a wolf attack better (seizing by the neck). Lastly, apologetics. God 

promises to return for Job and save him, thus eliminating the problem of chronology 

seen in the Yerushalmi and the possible immorality of his suffering in Bereshit 

Rabbah.194  

                                                 
191 The parable is attributed to Hama bar Haninah in the name of his father, contrast with him being the 

one telling the other parable in Bereshit Rabbah. Perhaps this faulty attribution further shows secondary 

nature. The anonymous authors misremembered.  
192 Overall, The presentation of Job in Shemot Rabbah in ambivalent. Job was as compared to a drunk 

who wanted to confront God until he saw that God showed equal disfavor to those closer to him  

(ShemR 30:11). Job could not argue against God as he did not know from which of Adam's organ's he 

descended from (ShemR 40:3). Compared to these sources, Job in 21:7 also seems uniquely positive. 
193 Compare the overall genre of aiding something to cross a river by distracting a predator the famous 

combinatorics problem of sheep, wolf, and cabbage, Alcuin first recorded in the eighth century CE and 

possessing parallels in many cultures. See Marcia Ascher, “A River-Crossing Problem in Cross-

Cultural Perspective,” Mathematics Magazine, 63, No. 1 (1990): 26–29. Through such a comparative 

reading, the Midrash solution is not math or cunning but God and sacrifice. A different theology.  
194 Leibowitz,” Image of Job,” 265–66. It may be significant that Shemot Rabbah expands only the 

sheep and goat parable not the dog one from Bereshit Rabbah but that could also be adaptive to the 

Exodus setting of flock // people, if ShemR knows BerR. 
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Three other expansions are theologically significant. They argue innovatively that even 

an innocent Job is unimportant to God compared to an even guilty Judaism and that 

accusing the present Jews of ungratefulness during the Exodus is irrelevant.  

1) Samel echoes supersessionist claims.195 Jews being ungrateful even though they 

were allowed to cross the Sea during the Exodus, unlike the martyred Gentile 

Christian converts the devil persecutes (// Job?), are found, for instance, as early as in 

Justin Martyr’s (d. 165 CE) Diagloyue with Trypho (131): “How much more faithful 

to God the Gentiles are who are converted to Christ than the Jews:” 

… And you yourselves, if you will confess the truth, must acknowledge that 

we, who have been called by God through the despised and shameful mystery 

of the cross (for the confession of which, and obedience to which, and for our 

piety, punishments even to death have been inflicted on us by demons, and by 

the host of the devil, through the aid ministered to them by you), and endure all 

torments rather than deny Christ even by word, through whom we are called to 

the salvation prepared beforehand by the Father, are more faithful to God than 

you, who were redeemed from Egypt with a high hand and a visitation of great 

glory, when the sea was parted for you, and a passage left dry, in which [God] 

slew those who pursued you with a very great equipment, and splendid 

chariots … (ANF01:265). 

The assigning of the accusations in the passage to a satanic figure is comparable to the 

ways in which Shemot Rabbah addresses the role of Satan and patristic anti-Judaism 

in the Golden Calf episode as well (ShemR 41:7; 43:1). If Samael says such things, 

their veracity and relevance voiced by patristic lips might be suspect.196  

2) God does not answer Samaels’ accusation “Master of the Universe, until now these 

people were worshiping Idols and now you are splitting the Sea for them” but rather 

sacrifices Job to him. This implies silent agreement. Job himself acknowledges the 

inverted Jewish superiority. He was sacrificed “for (the sake) of His (God’s) people”, 

and so “that Israel should not come out evil in the judgment.” Israel, even guilty, matter 

more to God than Job. Job’s phrasing evokes Balaam’s depiction of  “He is just going 

                                                 
195 See more arguments against the Jews of the Exodus in John Chrysostom, Homilies on the Acts of the 

Apostles, Homily 17 on Acts 7:39ff, in PG 60:129–38; Jerome, Commentariorum in Ezechielem 

(CCSL 75); Theodoret of Cyrus, Commentary on Ezekiel, on Ezekiel 20, in PG 81:813–904. 
196 See counter-polemics using Satan thus as a “Church Father” in Moshe Aberbach and Leivy Smolar, 

“The Golden Calf Episode in Postbiblical Literature,” HUCA 39 (1968): 91–116 and Devorah 

Schoenfeld, Isaac on Jewish and Christian Altars: Polemic and Exegesis in Rashi and the Glossa 

Ordinaria (New York: Fordham University Press, 2013), 42, 45, 51–52. 
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to give the Torah to his (God’s) people and his friends (Mek. R. Yishm. Amalek 3 

[Lauterbach]).” Job like Balaam and the nations is self-excluded.197 

3) Job is implied to be innocent. While ShemR recognizes Job like in the Yerushalmi, 

as one of Pharoah’s councilors, the shorter version makes the impression that Job is 

just a dignitary (= large goat). This is how Jason Kalman understands ShemR 

following the Zoahr’s later reinterpretation of this very account: “In order to be 

chosen as a scapegoat, one needs to be righteous.”198 

Taken together, Job’s newfound innocence and the Israelite’s established guilt charge 

the sheep and goat imagery with the necessary parody inversion of Christian typology 

rather than restatement of it. They thus also answer Samel (// Christianity)’s claims of 

ungrateful idolatry.  

Linda Hutcheon’s description of parody as “repetition with ironic critical distance” will 

help clarify how this works.199 In my suggested reading, repeating the symbols of sheep 

and goat implies Job// Jesus is not the immaculate lamb the saves all mankind (John 1) 

but a scapegoat meant only for the Jews. Job is not the divine shepherd that separates 

sinful (Jewish?) goat from righteous (Christian?) sheep (Matthew 25) but one of the 

goats.  

Furthermore, Zellentin describes such external parody as ShemR aa always containing 

an element of self-criticism. Such self-criticism is seen in Job’s emphasized salvation 

compared to Bereshit Rabbah. Shemot Rabbah implies uneasiness with the Job dying 

for the guilty.200  

                                                 
197 See at length in Sivan Nir,  Characterization in Midrash and Medieval Jewish Bible Commentaries, 

(Atlanta: SBL Press, December 2024), 34–37. 
198 That blamelessness is how the Zohar reads our passage. In order to be chosen as a scapegoat, one 

needs to be righteous: “Here is a strong and powerful  ram [Job], I will throw it to him [Satan], and 

while he is busy with it my sons shall cross and not be attacked.” (Zohar III:101b). Note the again 

added superlatives for Job as goat. See Jason Kalman, “6: Karaites, Mystics, and Anthologizers on 

Job,”  The Many Faces of Job: The Premodern Period, ed. Choon-Leong Seow, Handbooks of the 

Bible and its Reception 5.1 (Berlin/ Boston: De Gruyter, 2023): 121–22. Contrast with the other Zohar 

retelling of this narrative that eliminates ShemR details in favor of Job 1–2 (Zohar II:32b–34a). 
199 Linda Hutcheon, A Theory of Parody: The Teachings of Twentieth-Century Art Forms (Urbana and 

Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2000), xi. 
200 Zellentin, Rabbinic Parodies, 26. This ambiguity to Job may be part of the Bakhtinian but uniquely 

medieval “sacral parody” nature of late midrash that delineates borders while undermining them 

(contrast “the grotesque”). I thank Prof. Meira Polliack for this suggestion that I will explore at greater 

depth elsewhere.  
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Before I establish the quoting of Christian imagery and its reception, I must establish 

the Job as Jesus reading as a widespread typology in the assumed period.  

3. Job as Jesus: A Common Late Antique and Medieval Typology 

Patristic and medieval exegesis consistently identified Job with Jesus.201 Jerome, Zeno, 

and others cast Job as a prefiguration of Jesus.202 That is one probable explanation to 

the antipathy to Job in Bereshit Rabbah.  

Zellentin suggests that the Palestinian rabbis parodied the Gospel along with its 

Byzantine interpretation.203 Compatibly, the equation of Job// Jesus// lamb is not only 

extant but characteristic of later and more medieval sources like Shemot Rabbah and 

Byzantine and medieval Christian receptions. For example, in the figural exegesis of 

an Arian or Homoian commentary for Lent (Pseudo-Origen, PG 17, 371–522; North 

Africa, second or third decade of the sixth century CE?): Job outside the city evokes 

Christ’s suffering “outside the city gate” (Heb 13:12; In Iob, II, 32–33); his 

perseverance makes him a “type and figure” of the lamb (In Iob, II, 10.23–25); his 

sacrifice for his children (1:5) prefigures Christ, the Lamb of God (In Iob, I, 31.3–10); 

and his innocent suffering anticipates Christ’s passion (In Iob, II, 20.1–7). 

Furthermore, the Jesus// lamb // Job typology does not require esoteric commentaries. 

Even Gregory the Great’s Moralia (595 CE), the best known and most authoritative 

commentary on the Book of Job in Western Christendom for nearly a thousand years, 

makes the Christ// Job// Lamb typology canonical and widespread.204 Gregory not only 

mentions that Job is a prefiguration (Preface 14; 16) but that he prophesied that Jesus 

                                                 
201 Baskin,  Pharaoh's Counsellors, 32–43. Early proponents of the typological identification of Job 

with Jesus include Jerome, Commentariorum in Iob, in PL 26:801–2; and Zeno of Verona, Tractatus 

15, in PL 11:439–43; see further in Hans Datz, Hiob in der patristischen Exegese (Freiburg: Herder, 

1967), 150–53. The association of Job and Jesus gained additional support from frequent patristic 

contrasts between each of them and Adam; for details, see Barbara K. Lewalski, Milton’s Brief Epic: 

The Genre, Meaning, and Art of Paradise Regained (Providence: Brown University Press, 1966), 178–

79; and Joseph Siger, Adam et Job: Étude sur la typologie patristique (Paris: Études Augustiniennes, 

1972), 11–12. Contrast Job being born circumcised as another form of rabbinic polemic against this 

equation (ARN B 2:5) and possibly also ShemR 40:3. 
202 Choon-Leong Seow, “10 :Job in an Age of Controversy in the Church: Latin Interpreters,” , In The 

Many Faces of Job: The Premodern Period, ed. Choon-Leong Seow, Handbooks of the Bible and its 

Reception 5.1 (Berlin/ Boston: De Gruyter, 2023): 234–38. 
203 Zellentin, Rabbinic Parodies, 167. 
204 Besserman, The Legend of Job in the Middle Ages, 51–56 
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as the Lamb of God will purify mankind (Book VIII:56). Moreover, Job like Jesus was 

a sacrifice:  

Job does not cease ‘to offer sacrifice continually,’ in that our Redeemer offers 

a holocaust for us without ceasing, Who without intermission exhibits to the 

Father His Incarnation in our behalf.  For His very Incarnation is itself the 

offering for our purification, and while He shews Himself as Man, He is the 

Intercession that washes out man's misdeeds, and in the mystery of His 

Humanity He offers a perpetual Sacrifice, even because those things too are 

eternal which He purifies. (Moralia, Book I: 32).  

Gregory explicitly interprets Job’s ritualistic sacrifices as a prefiguration of Jesus’s 

personal and perpetual sacrifice that purifies humanity of sin “washes out man’s 

misdeeds”. This is precisely the role assigned to Jesus as Lamb of God; Precisely the 

role Shemot Rabbah alone assigned to the Goat sacrificed to Samel in favor of 

redeeming its uniquely sinful Jews. Yet, this is the theological construction Shemot 

Rabbah subverts when Job declares he suffers only “for His people.”, for God’s people, 

rather than for all mankind (“man’s”).  

Gregory need not serve as evidence of direct rabbinic engagement. Instead, he 

illustrates a broader prolonged medieval Christian exegetical environment in which Job 

carried these typological associations through the age’s most popular commentary. 

Such associations circulated widely through comparable homiletic practices, liturgy, 

and visual culture (see 1).  

However, indirect evidence for rabbinic familiarity with this triple typology exists. In 

the commentary on Job by Philipp the Presbyter (d. 456 CE, fl. in the East), Jerome’s 

greatest pupil, not only does he repeat the lamb typology about Job: “Despite his losses, 

Job ‘did not sin with his lips 'which makes him a veritable ‘immaculate lamb,’ thus 

foreshadowing Christ as the immaculate lamb sacrificed for the sins of the world 

(1:21),” He also uses the very same protest verse (Job 16:11) utilized by Bereshit 

Rabbah and Shemot Rabbah as a site of anti-Jewish polemic. Philipp relates the very 

same verse to Jesus being delivered into the hand of the devil and his ministers and into 

the hand of the Jews and v. 14 with “the blasphemies of the Jews”.205 Marie Frey 

Rébeillé-Borgella even hypothesizes that Phillip had “a certain degree of knowledge of 

                                                 
205 Seow, “Job in the Age of Controversy: Latin Interpreters,” 255. 
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Jewish biblical commentaries,” strengthening the undisclosed dialogue between these 

readings of the verses.206 

Scholarship has established the possible but problematic connections between various 

comments of Jerome about Jewish interpretations and his anti-Jewish rhetoric following 

his stay in Palestine and concurrent rabbinic views.207 The same cultural context seems 

to fit the polemical overtones of the goat parable vis-a-vi Philip’s commentary. The 

existence of such a reading of Job 16 in the fifth century shows the polemical overtones 

behind the rabbinic readings I am establishing. Phillip argues that Jesus// Job was 

handed over to the Jews. The Jews (Shmeot Rabbah) agree but say it was for their sake 

alone.  

Having established the banality of reading Job as Jesus and lamb in an interreligious 

reading of Shemot Rabbah, I now turn to the theology that it parodies, the Gospels.  

3.1 Shemot Rabbah and John: Jesus is Just a Scapegoat 

John’s Gospel presents Jesus as the paschal Lamb of God whose sacrifice will purify 

humanity (1:29, 36):  “The next day John seeth Jesus coming unto him, and saith, 

Behold the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world […] And looking 

upon Jesus as he walked, he saith, Behold the Lamb of God!”.208 It also places a large 

                                                 
206 Marie Frey Rébeillé-Borgella, “Philippus Presbyter’s Commentary on Job,” paper presented at the 

Twelfth Birmingham Colloquium on the Textual Criticism of the New Testament, Birmingham, UK, Jan 

2021. 
207 In the preface to his Commentary on the Psalms, Jerome further remarks that debates between Jews 

and Christians were frequent in his day, making him a valuable witness to Jewish claims. On the 

complexities of Jerome’s engagement with Jewish midrash, see Alison Salvesen, “ ‘Tradunt Hebraei’: 

The Problem of the Function and Reception of Jewish Midrash in Jerome,” in Midrash Unbound: 

Transformations and Innovations, ed. Michael Fishbane and Joanna Weinberg (Oxford: Littman 

Library of Jewish Civilization, 2013), 59–67. As Salvesen notes, Jerome’s citations are not always 

reliable, since they may reflect the view of a single informant or derive from Greek intermediaries. 

Jerome himself refers  to a Jewish teacher for his Hebrew, “bar Haninah,” could this teacher be related 

to R. Hama bar Haninah (d. third century CE) of our parable and his descendants in the time of  

Phillip? Later midrashim, such as Qoheleth Rabbah, and ostensibly Shemot Rabbah II, acknowledge 

interreligious disputations more openly than the older sources they anthologize. See Hirshman, A 

Rivalry of Genius, 10, 81; cf. Salvesen, “Tradunt Hebraei,” 65. Thus, the evolution of the parable is 

another case study. For Jerome’s Jewish interlocutors and the problem of his “Judaizers,” see Hillel I. 

Newman, “Jerome’s Judaizers,” JECS 9 (2001): 436 n. 57; 441 n. 72; 452. 
208 While there is no consensus amongst scholars, the paschal reading is more popular and contextual in 

John. See references in  L. N. Meyer, “Ancient Art, Rhetoric, and the Lamb of God Metaphor in John 

1:29 and 1:36,” HTS Teologiese Studies / Theological Studies 71, no. 1 (2015): Article 2889, 8 pages. 

https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v71i1.2889.  
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emphasis on opposing Satan as the “Prince of the world” (6:70; 8:44; 12:31; 13:2, 27; 

14:30; 16:11). 

I suggest that in Shemot Rabbah, the scene of John declaring Jesus near the baptismal 

Jordan becomes the Sea of Reeds; Jesus as a sacrifice that triumphs over the Prince of 

the World (= Satan) through his sacrifice on the Cross (John 12:30–33),209 becomes 

Job, an established Jesus’ analogue (as argued above), given as a scapegoat for the sake 

of the Israelites. 

My suggested reading of Shemot Rabbah also reads the lamb imagery solely through 

the lens of the scapegoat. As Daniel Stökl Ben Ezra notes, the portrayal of a positive 

scapegoat such as Job rather than a demonic one, reflects a marginal Christian tradition 

associated with Jewish Christians. It also fits ShemR’s innocent Job alone. 

Early Christian writers, such as the author of the Epistle of Barnabas 7 (late first 

century?) 6–11, identify the Passion with both the scapegoat and the sin-offering goat, 

and even with the Eucharist (4a). Similarly, Hippolytus of Rome (d. 235), commenting 

on Proverbs 30:31b “the goat leading the flock”, interprets this figure simultaneously 

as the sacrificial goat and the scapegoat. Later Christian writers increasingly contested 

this scapegoat interpretation, especially in connection with the Yom Kippur fast, yet 

the motif may have remained popular among diverse audiences because of its pagan 

resonances.210 For instance, Anslem opposed this vehemently.211 Following Zellentin’s 

analysis of other external parodies, this familiarity with Christian sources suggests 

targeting the more liminal Christian elements within rabbinic Judaism or the memory 

of Jewish followers of Jesus as inner Jewish heresies.212 This is a feature in other 

rabbinic parodies of Christianity.  

                                                 
209 André van Oudtshoorn, “Where Have All the Demons Gone?” Neotestamentica 51, no. 1 (2017): 

65–82. 
210 Daniel Stökl Ben Ezra, The Impact of Yom Kippur on Early Christianity: The Day of Atonement 

from Second Temple Judaism to the Fifth Century (WUNT 163; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003), 116–

117, 138n330, 150, 158, 330–332, 336. Shemot Rabbah 15:12, a different later  Provençal section, 

provides a medieval Jewish testimony to the survival of such views. The paschal lamb is also 

atonement for the Jews. This is only talmudic source that argues this connection clearly.   
211 Daniel Deme, The Christology of Anselm of Canterbury (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), “The suffering 

and humiliation of God in Man.” 
212 Zellentin, Rabbinic Parodies, 165–66, 172. 
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The rabbinic reading of Jesus as scapegoat then affirms a logic presented in John as 

wicked. Shemot Rabbah thinks like Caiaphas: “It is expedient that one man die rather 

than that the whole nation perish” (John 11:50 and 18:14) rather than “He did not say 

this on his own, but as high priest that year he prophesied that Jesus would die for the 

Jewish nation. and not only for that nation but also for the scattered children of God, to 

bring them together and make them one (11:51-52).213 It is preferable that Job like Jesus 

in this verse, suffers for the redemption of the Jews alone, says Shemot Rabbah. The 

high Priests’ condemnation of Jesus was implicitly right, says the Midrash.  

Furthermore, Palestinian rabbis were aware of the Lamb typology thereby increasing 

the odds of familiarity in Shemot Rabbah. Targum Pseudo-Jonathan to Leviticus 9:3, 

where Isaac is described as a lamb rather than a ram, may allude to the “Lamb of God.” 

This familiarity is comparable to the depiction of the ram as a scapegoat in the Binding 

of Isaac scenes in the synagogue mosaics of Beit Alfa and Sepphoris.214  

Shemot Rabbah thus articulates that the Lamb of God through Job is, indeed, merely 

the scapegoat of the Jews. This parody becomes harsher when considering the 

separation of lamb from goat vis-a-vi Matthew, as Christian from Jew. 

3.2 Shemot Rabbah and Matthew 25: Jesus-Job is a Goat not a Lamb  

The judgment of the sheep (Matthew 25:31–46) is a universalist eschatology that hinges 

on enacted compassion. Jesus is modeling the universal judgment of Daniel 7:13–14,  

while reworking the imagery of Ezekiel 34:17, and possibly 1Eno 89.215 At the end 

times, “the Son of Man” on his throne will divide mankind into sheep and goats as a 

                                                 
213 Sandra M. Schneiders, “The Lamb of God and the Forgiveness of Sin(s) in the Fourth Gospel,” 

Catholic Biblical Quarterly 73, no. 1 (2011): 1–29, at 4, 5, 14, 17. 
214 Stökl Ben Ezra, The Impact of Yom Kippur on Early Christianity, 129. 
215 See John Paul Heil, “Ezekiel 34 and the Narrative Strategy of the Shepherd and Sheep Metaphor in 

Matthew,” CBQ 55 (1993): 698–708, at 698–99, 705; Ulrich Luz, “The Son of Man in Matthew: 

Heavenly Judge or Human Christ?” in Studies in Matthew, trans. Rosemary Selle (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2005), 97–112, at 97, 101; John R. Donahue, “The ‘Parable’ of the Sheep and Goats (Matt 

25:31–46),” TS 47 (1986): 3–31, at 10; and Jonathan M. Lunde, “The Salvation-Historical Implications 

of Matthew 24–25 in Light of Jewish Apocalyptic Literature” (PhD diss., Trinity Evangelical Divinity 

School, 1996).Although the Animal Apocalypse (1 En. 89–90) shares with Ezekiel 34 a common visual 

repertoire, namely sheep, rams, goats, shepherds, and predatory beasts, the two works diverge sharply 

in theological message. Ezekiel’s judgment falls upon Israel’s own rams and goats, that is, its 

oppressive leaders, whereas 1 Enoch deploys the same imagery in a far more nationalistic direction: the 

nations are cast as predatory animals destined for destruction, and Israel is transformed into a newly 

constituted, purified flock. The Enochic vision is thus scene-wise parallel to Ezekiel but message-wise 

distinct, culminating in the creation of a new eschatological nation rather than a moral reform. 
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shepherd does. Following Katheleen Weber, goats are not inherently worse than sheep 

prior to this judgment.216 According to David A. Croteua, sheep are those who showed 

Jesus mercy through caring for the weak “the least of these”. Implicitly,  Goats are those 

who failed to do so, even though they upheld the Law:217 

31 “When the Son of Man comes in his glory, accompanied by all the angels, 

he will sit on his glorious throne. 32 All the nations will be assembled before 

him, and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates sheep 

from goats. 33 The ‘sheep’ he will place at his right hand and the ‘goats’ at his 

left. 

34 “Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you whom my Father 

has blessed, take your inheritance, the Kingdom prepared for you from the 

founding of the world. 35 For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty 

and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you made me your 

guest, 36 I needed clothes and you provided them, I was sick and you took care 

of me, I was in prison and you visited me.’ 37 Then the people who have done 

what God wants will reply, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, 

or thirsty and give you something to drink? 38 When did we see you a stranger 

and make you our guest, or needing clothes and provide them? 39 When did we 

see you sick or in prison, and visit you?’ 40 The King will say to them, ‘Yes! I 

tell you that whenever you did these things for one of the least important of 

these brothers of mine, you did them for me!’  

41 “Then he will also speak to those on his left, saying, ‘Get away from me, you 

who are cursed! Go off into the fire prepared for the Adversary and his angels! 

42 For I was hungry and you gave me no food, thirsty and you gave me nothing 

to drink, 43 a stranger and you did not welcome me, needing clothes and you 

did not give them to me, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.’ 44 Then 

they too will reply, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry, thirsty, a stranger, 

                                                 
216 See Kathleen Weber, “The Image of Sheep and Goats in Matthew 25:31–46,” CBQ 59 (1997): 657–

78; and O. L. Cope, “Matthew XXV.31–46,” JTS 9 (1958): 32–44, esp. 33. 

See Craig L. Blomberg, Matthew, NAC 22 (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1992), 375; for 

ethnographic associations of goats with illicit sexual behavior in certain Bantu groups and in Greek 

Sarakatsani folklore, see the anthropological discussions summarized therein. On the relative economic 

value of sheep’s wool over goat’s wool, see there as well. For early Christian valuation of sheep over 

goats and the limited patristic interest in the parable, see Kevin J. Ball, “The Parables of Matthew in 

Early Christian Tradition” (PhD diss., University of Edinburgh, 1991), 104–6, 203–6. For a 

comprehensive survey of modern interpretive issues, see David A. Croteau, “Looking for the Least: An 

Analysis and Evaluation of Interpretive Issues Which Have Influenced the Interpretation of the 

Judgment of the Sheep and Goats (Matthew 25:31–46)” (PhD diss., Southeastern Baptist Theological 

Seminary, 2006), 160–61; see also 317 (appendix) on the medieval post-750 CE trend toward 

exclusionist readings in which “the least” are identified as Christians alone, see below. 
217 See David A. Croteau, “Looking for the Least,” 216–24. On Matthew’s recurring separation motif, 

note the sequence of judgmental divisions already established in the Gospel: wheat and chaff (3:12), 

wheat and weeds (13:24–30), and good and useless fish (13:47–50). The sheep-and-goats scene thus 

continues Matthew’s established narrative logic of eschatological sorting, reinforced by its placement 

within the Olivet Discourse and by the inheritance language of Matt 25:34, which presupposes 

Torah-abiding covenant membership. For the notion that Israel’s identity as sheep involves obedience 

in Matthew (”obeying them in every word”) see the traditional Jewish motif of the flock whose status is 

defined by faithful following. 
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needing clothes, sick or in prison, and not take care of you?’ 45 And he will 

answer them, ‘Yes! I tell you that whenever you refused to do it for the least 

important of these people, you refused to do it for me!’ 46 They will go off to 

eternal punishment, but those who have done what God wants will go to eternal 

life.” (NRSV) 

Shemot Rabbah inverts the universalist aspects Matthew expanded from Daniel 7. Job, 

renowned for hospitality in midrash as well, is cast as the sinful goat, the Matthen 

inhospitable person.218 Moreover, Job is not even sacrificed for observant Jews! 

Matthew’s destabilization of ethnic privilege is reversed: Israel is saved despite guilt, 

while Job suffers despite his virtue. Furthermore, this reading also inverts the role Jesus 

assigns to Son of Man. The electing Shepherd becomes God alone; Jesus’ analogue Job 

becomes a rejected goat.  

While it is difficult to prove familiarity with Matthew in Shemot Rabbah, the liminal 

Jewish Christian context seen in the scapegoat reading persists (3.1). There have been 

conjectures that Matthew emerged from a Jewish-Christian milieu. The well-known 

testimony attributed to Papias by Eusebius that Matthew composed or compiled his 

Gospel “in the Hebrew language” (i.e., Aramaic). Moreover, Bavli Shabbat 116a–b 

(‘Imma Shalom, Rabban Gamliel, and the Corrupt judge’) contains allusions to 

Matthew 5:13–17.219  

Nevertheless, A later text like Shemot Rabbah could even be familiar with Matthew 25 

directly. Aaron Amit has argued that the Bavli parodies  judgment of the sheep and 

goats (Pesachim 57a–b), unlike its Pesikta de Rav Kahana parallel.220 In this light, the 

implied Shemot Rabbah reading of Matthew 25:31–46, may preserve an earlier stage 

of Gospel reception and  more mixed communities. 

Shmeot Rabbah’s reading of Matthew that God’s mercy is for Jews alone, also aligns 

with internal Christian developments. Many Church Fathers, especially Augustine and 

Chrysostom, insist that “the least” are only the Christian poor, the sheep are always the 

                                                 
218 Contrast ARN 7:1, for instance.  
219 See the sources cited in Aaron Amit, A Rabbinic Satire on the Last Judgment.” JBL 129 no.4 

(2010): 679. 
220 Amit, “A Rabbinic Satire,” 681, 688. I thank Prof. Geoffrey Herman for this reference. 
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faithful believers, and the goats are pagans, Jews, and Christians who fail to do the will 

of God.221 The rabbis and the Church fathers read Matthew as a “parting of ways”. 

4. Conclusion: Particularism Growing in Late Antiquity  

The Job as the scapegoat of the Exodus parable does not begin as a focused response to 

Christian typology. The Yerushalmi suppresses dualism, Bereshit Rabbah displays it 

but also undermines the existence of righteous Gentiles such as Job as a prefiguration. 

Only through Shemot Rabbah’s expansions, such as Satanic accusation (// anti-Jewish 

polemics) and an innocent Job’s confession of guilty Jewish superiority, does the 

parable acquire a message that invites more direct comparison.  

Shemot Rabbah emerges as a parody of the reception of Job as Jesus and as Lamb of 

God as one.  In an inversion, the sacrifice of Job (~Jesus) saved only the sinful Jews. 

God not Jesus is the shepherd that separates sheep from goats. Job (~Jesus) is a 

scapegoat not Lamb of God. While Christianity emphasized the paschal lamb 

Christology of John, the rabbis reshaped the lamb motif into a Jewish-Christian 

scapegoat image. Medieval Christian writers such as Gregory the Great, working with 

the views of their predecessors, presented Job as a figure who anticipates Christ and the 

Church. The rabbis, working within the same symbolic field, approved the redemption 

implied by this typology but assigned Job and Jesus a limited scapegoat role. Shemot 

Rabbah thus is implicitly part of “the blasphemies of the Jews” that Phillip the Presbyter 

read into those same Job 16 verses. 

Shemot Rabbah also emerges as a possible case study for the more direct entanglement 

of early medieval midrash with Christianity and memory of Jewish Christianity that 

parallels the redaction of the Bavli. This is an aspect that more classical Palestinian 

                                                 
221 As Brändle has shown, Matthew 25:31–46 is the single most important ethical text in Chrysostom’s 

corpus, appearing roughly sixty times; Only in five of these instances Chrysostom insists that 

almsgiving must extend to unbelievers. See Rudolf Brändle, “Jean Chrysostome: L’Importance de 

Matth. 25:31–46 pour son éthique,” Vigiliae Christianae 31 (1977): 47–52. On Matthew’s 

Jewish-Christian setting, see Warren Carter, Matthew and the Margins: A Sociopolitical and Religious 

Reading (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2000), 35–56; idem, “Matthew’s Gospel: Jewish Christianity?” in 

Matthew and Empire (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2001), 143–60. For Papias’s 

testimony, see Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.39.16. On the later rabbinic reception of Matthew and the 

chronological fit of Shemot Rabbah, see Chad Venters, “The Historical Jesus and Christian Response,” 

in Sheep and the Goats: A Matthean Teaching in Historical Context (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 

2022), 115–34; 193–206. For the patristic development of particularist readings in which “the least” are 

the Christian poor, see John Chrysostom, Hom. in Matt. 79.2–3; and Augustine, Serm. 389.4–5. 

Chrysostom identifies the goats especially with wealthy Christians who do not support poor believers, 

whereas Augustine,  limits aid to Christians. 
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sources lack. Such an entanglement may lessen the still held views that Palestinian 

rabbis were ignorant of or uninterested in Christianity and submissive to older rabbinic 

tradition.222 What other elaborate parodies may hide in the less explored late midrash 

texts? 
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Abstract 
This study explores Dietrich Bonhoeffer's essay The Church and the Jewish Question (1933) within the historical context of Nazi Germany and the position 

of the Jewish population in both society and the Church. At the heart of the analysis lies the question of how Bonhoeffer conceptualizes the responsibility 
of the Protestant Christian community toward the Jews under conditions of state-sponsored institutional injustice. The article argues that this early text 

constitutes one of the first formulations of the ethics of responsibility that would later become a defining characteristic of Bonhoeffer's theological thought. 

Employing historical-critical and theological-ethical approaches, the study examines the relationship between the Church, the state, and the Jewish question 
in Germany during the 1930s. The analysis demonstrates that, as early as 1933, Bonhoeffer had already developed a concept of active ecclesial responsibility 

toward victims of injustice. At the same time, it identifies certain limitations in his approach, insofar as the principal focus of his argument remains the 
responsibility of the Church rather than the development of a theology of Judaism in the modern sense. The article concludes that this essay possesses both 

historical and contemporary relevance, as it raises enduring questions concerning the limits of ecclesial neutrality and the Church's responsibility in the face 

of social injustice. 
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1. Introduction 

The relationship between the Protestant Christian community and the Jewish people constitutes one of 

the most complex issues in contemporary theology and church history. This question assumed particular 

significance with the rise of National Socialism in Germany and the gradual marginalization, 

discrimination, and persecution of Jews throughout the 1930s. Faced with rapidly changing political 

circumstances and the increasing intrusion of the state into both public and ecclesiastical life, the 

Protestant Church in Germany confronted a challenge that was not merely political but profoundly 

theological and ethical. 

Among the Protestant theologians who sought to respond to this challenge, Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

occupies a distinctive place. As Eberhard Bethge observes, Bonhoeffer's engagement with the Jewish 

question marked one of the decisive turning points in both his theological development and his personal 

life, for it was his confrontation with National Socialist ideology that gradually led him toward an 

increasingly explicit form of ecclesiastical resistance.223 His essay The Church and the Jewish Question 

(Die Kirche vor der Judenfrage), written in 1933, represents one of the earliest attempts to formulate a 

Christian response to the situation of Jews in Nazi Germany.224 

Bonhoeffer begins from the observation that, in 1933, Jews in Germany were subjected to discriminatory 

state measures solely on the basis of their ancestry, irrespective of their religious affiliation. In his view, 

this situation confronted the Church with two fundamental questions: how should it assess the actions 

of the state, and what attitude should it adopt toward baptized Jews within its own congregations? These 

questions became the point of departure for his reflection on the relationship between the Church, the 

state, and Christian responsibility.225 Consequently, even several years before the systematic 

extermination of European Jewry began, the status of German Jews had already become a critical focal 

point in early historical and theological analyses of the Nazi regime. Although the systematic destruction 

of European Jewry had not yet begun, the early years of National Socialist rule established the legal and 

social mechanisms that would ultimately lead to their complete marginalization and persecution. 

Bonhoeffer's essay is therefore significant not only as a contribution to Protestant theology but also as 

one of the earliest Christian responses to the exclusion of Jews from German society. 

Bonhoeffer insisted that the Church could not remain indifferent to injustice inflicted upon individuals 

or social groups. Contrary to the view that the Church's mission should be confined exclusively to the 

spiritual sphere, he maintained that the Church is called to evaluate the actions of the state critically 

whenever the state abandons its fundamental responsibility to uphold justice.226 

                                                 
223 Eberhard Bethge, Dietrich Bonhoeffer: A Biography (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), 286–290. 
224 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, "The Church and the Jewish Question," in Berlin: 1932–1933, ed. Larry L. Rasmussen, Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer Works, vol. 12 (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2009), 361–373. 
225 Bonhoeffer, "The Church and the Jewish Question," p. 362. 
226 Bonhoeffer, "The Church and the Jewish Question," p. 363. 
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Proceeding from these considerations, the present study is structured into several thematic sections. It 

begins by outlining the historical context in which The Church and the Jewish Question was written. 

This is followed by an examination of Bonhoeffer's understanding of the relationship between the 

Church, the state, and the Jewish question, together with an analysis of the ethical implications of his 

position. The concluding sections consider the contemporary reception of Bonhoeffer's thought and its 

significance for subsequent discussions concerning the relationship between Christianity and Judaism. 

Special attention is devoted to Bonhoeffer's essay The Church and the Jewish Question and to the 

concept of responsibility that emerges from it. The study proceeds from the premise that this text 

represents one of the decisive milestones in the formation of Bonhoeffer's ethical thought and already 

contains the foundations of what would later be developed more systematically in his Ethics.227 At the 

same time, the article demonstrates how Bonhoeffer's reflections on the position of Jews in Germany 

transcend the immediate political crisis of the period and become an important point of departure for 

later theological discussions on Christian responsibility toward the persecuted. In this respect, his 

approach makes a significant contribution not only to our understanding of Protestant resistance to 

National Socialism but also to the development of modern Jewish-Christian relations and theological 

reflection on the role of the Church within society. 

The originality of the present study lies in demonstrating that Bonhoeffer's essay should be interpreted 

not merely as a response to the Jewish question but as a foundational text in the development of the 

ethics of responsibility that would later receive systematic expression in Ethics. 

1.1. State of Scholarship 

To fully appreciate the scholarly reception of The Church and the Jewish Question, it is essential to 

contextualize both Dietrich Bonhoeffer as a theologian and the socio-ecclesial conditions of early 1930s 

Germany. Bonhoeffer was an influential German Lutheran pastor and theologian whose critical 

engagement with National Socialism quickly set him apart within the Protestant establishment. 

Following Adolf Hitler's rise to power in January 1933, the German Protestant Church faced 

unprecedented political coercion and internal division, exacerbated by the emergence of the Deutsche 

Christen ("German Christians") movement, which sought to synthesize Christian doctrine with Nazi 

racial ideology. It was precisely within this volatile historical climate—characterized by the state's 

totalitarian overreach and the Church's widespread institutional compromise—that Bonhoeffer 

formulated his earliest theological critique of Nazi policies regarding the persecution of Jews. This 

growing crisis eventually led to the formation of the Confessing Church (Bekennende Kirche) and the 

adoption of the Barmen Declaration of 1934, which rejected the Nazi-aligned Deutsche Christen 

ideology and affirmed the sovereignty of Christ over the state. Consequently, Bonhoeffer’s early writing 

directly contributed to the theological foundations of this broader resistance movement. 

Over the past several decades, Dietrich Bonhoeffer's essay The Church and the Jewish Question has 

attracted sustained scholarly attention, particularly within studies devoted to Protestant resistance to 

National Socialism, Christian-Jewish relations, and the development of Bonhoeffer's ethical theology. 

Although scholars generally agree that the essay represents one of the earliest Protestant responses to 

the anti-Jewish policies of the Nazi regime, they differ considerably in their assessments of its 

theological significance and its place within the broader trajectory of Bonhoeffer's thought. 

Consequently, the existing scholarship presents a rich but diverse body of interpretations, leaving several 

important questions open for further investigation. 

                                                 
227 Throughout this article, references to Bonhoeffer's ethical thought are based on the following edition: Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer, Ethics (Rijeka: Ex Libris, 2007). 
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The foundation of virtually all contemporary Bonhoeffer research was laid by Eberhard Bethge, whose 

monumental biography remains the indispensable point of departure for any serious study of 

Bonhoeffer's life and theology. Bethge situates The Church and the Jewish Question within the dramatic 

political developments of 1933 and argues that Bonhoeffer's confrontation with National Socialism 

marked a decisive turning point in both his theological development and his personal life. In Bethge's 

interpretation, the Jewish question became one of the principal catalysts leading Bonhoeffer from 

academic theology toward active ecclesiastical and political resistance.228 While Bethge carefully 

reconstructs the historical circumstances surrounding the essay, his primary concern remains 

Bonhoeffer's intellectual and spiritual biography rather than a systematic analysis of the essay as an 

early expression of Bonhoeffer's ethics. 

A different perspective has been developed by Stephen R. Haynes, who has devoted considerable 

attention to Bonhoeffer's reception in post-war scholarship and to his place within Christian-Jewish 

dialogue. Haynes argues that Bonhoeffer occupies a unique position among twentieth-century Protestant 

theologians because he recognized, earlier than many of his contemporaries, that the persecution of the 

Jews presented not merely a political crisis but a profound theological challenge for the Church.229 At 

the same time, Haynes emphasizes that Bonhoeffer's position should not be interpreted 

anachronistically. Although Bonhoeffer clearly rejected racial discrimination and opposed the exclusion 

of Jews from ecclesiastical life, he nevertheless remained within important aspects of the Protestant 

theological framework of his own era.230 

Similar conclusions are reached by Andreas Pangritz, whose work focuses specifically on Bonhoeffer's 

relationship to Judaism and the Jewish people. Pangritz argues that Bonhoeffer's importance lies not in 

having developed a modern theology of Judaism but in recognizing that the treatment of the Jews 

constituted a decisive test of the Church's faithfulness to the Gospel.231 His studies have significantly 

contributed to understanding the theological dimensions of Bonhoeffer's opposition to anti-Jewish 

legislation, while also drawing attention to the historical limitations that shaped his thinking. 

Expanding on these historical limitations, Nicholas Scott-Blakely examines the persistence of traditional 

Protestant anti-Judaic theological patterns in Bonhoeffer’s early writings. Scott-Blakely argues that 

while Bonhoeffer decisively opposed state violence against Jews, his early theological reasoning 

remained partially bounded by historical supersessionist concepts regarding the role of the Church in 

relation to Israel.232 

The broader historical context of Protestant resistance has been examined extensively by Victoria J. 

Barnett. Rather than concentrating exclusively on Bonhoeffer, Barnett situates his activities within the 

wider spectrum of Protestant responses to National Socialism. Her work demonstrates that Bonhoeffer's 

position was exceptional precisely because he moved beyond expressions of personal disagreement 

toward a theological critique of state injustice and an increasingly active form of resistance.233 Barnett's 

historical analysis therefore provides an essential framework for understanding the significance of 

Bonhoeffer's early writings. 

                                                 
228 Eberhard Bethge, Dietrich Bonhoeffer: A Biography (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), 286–290.  
229 Stephen R. Haynes, The Bonhoeffer Phenomenon: Portraits of a Protestant Saint (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2004), 

82–85.  
230 Stephen R. Haynes, “Bonhoeffer, the Jewish People and Post-Holocaust Theology,” Studies in Christian-Jewish 

Relations 2, no. 1 (2007): 36–52.  
231 Andreas Pangritz, Bonhoeffer and the Jews (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2019), 45–52.  
232 Nicholas Scott-Blakely, "The Legacy of Anti-Judaism in the Works of Dietrich Bonhoeffer," Journal of Scriptural 

Reasoning 18, no. 1 (2019), https://jsr.shanti.virginia.edu/back-issues/7127670-2/the-legacy-of-anti-judaism-in-the-works-

of-dietrich-bonhoeffer/. 
233 Victoria J. Barnett, For the Soul of the People: Protestant Protest Against Hitler (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1992), 45–49.  

https://jsr.shanti.virginia.edu/back-issues/7127670-2/the-legacy-of-anti-judaism-in-the-works-of-dietrich-bonhoeffer/
https://jsr.shanti.virginia.edu/back-issues/7127670-2/the-legacy-of-anti-judaism-in-the-works-of-dietrich-bonhoeffer/
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The ethical implications of Bonhoeffer's theology have been explored in particular depth by John W. de 

Gruchy and Clifford J. Green. De Gruchy interprets Bonhoeffer's theology primarily through the lens of 

public responsibility, emphasizing its continuing relevance for questions of justice, reconciliation, and 

social transformation in contemporary societies.234 Furthermore, broader contextual assessments 

collected in The Cambridge Companion to Dietrich Bonhoeffer provide essential insights into the 

theological developments surrounding his thought.235 In addition, recent contributions such as those by 

Mark Braverman further re-examine Bonhoeffer’s stance and its implications within contemporary 

discourse.236 Green, by contrast, focuses on the internal development of Bonhoeffer's ethical thought, 

arguing that responsibility constitutes one of the central organizing principles of his mature theology.237 

Both scholars demonstrate that Bonhoeffer's later ethical writings cannot be understood apart from the 

historical experiences that shaped his response to National Socialism. 

A similarly important contribution has been made by Ferdinand Schlingensiepen, whose biography 

places particular emphasis on the continuity of Bonhoeffer's theological development. Schlingensiepen 

challenges interpretations that portray Bonhoeffer's resistance as a sudden reaction to political events, 

arguing instead that his opposition to National Socialism emerged gradually from convictions already 

present in his earlier theological reflections.238 From this perspective, The Church and the Jewish 

Question should be understood not as an isolated political intervention but as an important stage in the 

development of Bonhoeffer's mature theology. 

Despite the substantial body of scholarship devoted to Bonhoeffer, an important gap remains. Most 

studies have concentrated either on Bonhoeffer's opposition to National Socialism, his relationship to 

Judaism, or the historical significance of his resistance. Comparatively less attention has been devoted 

to examining The Church and the Jewish Question specifically as one of the earliest coherent 

formulations of the ethics of responsibility that would later receive systematic expression in Ethics. 

Existing scholarship frequently acknowledges the continuity between these two texts but rarely places 

this relationship at the centre of the analysis. 

The present study seeks to address this gap by examining The Church and the Jewish Question not 

merely as a response to the immediate political circumstances of 1933, nor solely as an early contribution 

to Christian reflection on the Jewish question, but as a foundational text in the development of 

Bonhoeffer's ethics of responsibility. By integrating historical analysis with theological-ethical 

interpretation, the article argues that Bonhoeffer's response to the persecution of the Jews already 

contains the essential conceptual framework that would later become central to his mature ethical 

theology. 

1.2. Methodology 

This study employs an interdisciplinary methodology that combines historical-critical analysis with 

theological-ethical interpretation. The historical-critical approach provides the necessary framework for 

examining Dietrich Bonhoeffer's essay The Church and the Jewish Question within the political, 

ecclesiastical, and intellectual context of Germany in 1933, particularly in relation to the National 

                                                 
234 John W. de Gruchy, Bonhoeffer and South Africa: Theology in Dialogue (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 

1984).  
235 John W. de Gruchy, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Dietrich Bonhoeffer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1999) 
236 Mark Braverman, "Theology in the Shadow of the Holocaust: Revisiting Bonhoeffer and the Jews," Theology Today 79, 

no. 2 (2022): 146–165. 
237 Clifford J. Green, Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Sociality, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1999).  
238 Ferdinand Schlingensiepen, Dietrich Bonhoeffer 1906–1945: Martyr, Thinker, Man of Resistance (London: T&T Clark, 

2010). 
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Socialist seizure of power and the introduction of anti-Jewish legislation. Rather than treating 

Bonhoeffer's essay as an isolated theological document, the study situates it within the historical 

circumstances that shaped both its immediate purpose and its broader theological significance. 

At the same time, the article adopts a theological-ethical approach in order to examine the internal 

coherence of Bonhoeffer's argument and to identify the conceptual foundations of what would later 

develop into his ethics of responsibility. The analysis focuses on the relationship between Christology, 

ecclesiology, responsibility, justice, public action, and the relationship between the Church and the state, 

as these themes constitute the principal theological categories through which Bonhoeffer addresses the 

Jewish question. This approach makes it possible to evaluate not only the historical circumstances that 

prompted the essay but also its significance within the broader development of Bonhoeffer's ethical 

theology. 

The analysis is based primarily on a close textual reading of Bonhoeffer's The Church and the Jewish 

Question (1933), interpreted in dialogue with his later work Ethics. The comparative examination of 

these texts enables the identification of conceptual continuities and theological developments that 

connect Bonhoeffer's early reflections on the Jewish question with his mature understanding of 

responsible Christian action. More specifically, the comparison focuses on the recurring theological 

categories of responsibility, justice, ecclesial witness, public action, and the relationship between the 

Church and the state in order to assess the extent of their conceptual continuity between the two texts. 

In addition, selected contributions from contemporary Bonhoeffer scholarship are incorporated in order 

to situate the present study within ongoing academic discussions concerning Bonhoeffer's theology, 

Protestant resistance to National Socialism, and Christian-Jewish relations. The secondary literature has 

been selected on the basis of its recognized significance within contemporary Bonhoeffer scholarship 

and its direct relevance to the historical, theological, and ethical questions addressed in this study. 

Methodologically, the study does not seek to reconstruct the entirety of Bonhoeffer's theology or to 

provide a comprehensive historical account of Protestant responses to National Socialism. Rather, its 

purpose is to examine a single theological text as a pivotal moment in the formation of Bonhoeffer's 

ethics of responsibility. Consequently, the analysis focuses on conceptual development rather than on 

exhaustive historical reconstruction. Such an approach makes it possible to evaluate the essay 

simultaneously as a historical document, a theological argument, and an important stage in the 

development of one of the twentieth century's most influential Protestant ethical frameworks. 

Since Bonhoeffer's theological argument is consistently grounded in the biblical understanding of 

justice, covenant, neighbour-love, and human dignity, selected Hebrew lexical observations are 

incorporated where they clarify the Old Testament conceptual background presupposed by Bonhoeffer's 

ethical reasoning. These lexical remarks are not presented as independent philological analyses but as 

contextual theological evidence supporting the historical-theological interpretation. 

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the analysis focuses primarily on 

Bonhoeffer's essay The Church and the Jewish Question and therefore does not seek to reconstruct the 

entirety of his theological development. Although frequent reference is made to Ethics in order to 

demonstrate the continuity of Bonhoeffer's thought, other important writings—including his prison 

letters and later correspondence—fall outside the scope of the present investigation. Secondly, the article 

does not undertake a comparative analysis of Bonhoeffer's theology alongside other leading 

representatives of the Confessing Church, most notably Karl Barth.239 Such a comparison would 

undoubtedly contribute to a broader understanding of the theological diversity within German Protestant 

                                                 
239 Karl Barth, Theological Existence Today! (1933); Eberhard Busch, Karl Barth: His Life from Letters and 

Autobiographical Texts (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976); Eberhard Bethge, Dietrich Bonhoeffer: A Biography 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000). 
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resistance to National Socialism. Finally, the present study concentrates on the internal development of 

Bonhoeffer's ethics of responsibility rather than on the subsequent reception of his theology in post-war 

Protestantism or contemporary political theology. These limitations do not diminish the significance of 

the present analysis but rather indicate several promising directions for future research. 

2. Bonhoeffer's Essay The Church and the Jewish Question 

Bonhoeffer's essay The Church and the Jewish Question (Die Kirche vor der Judenfrage) was written 

as an immediate response to the political and legal developments that followed the National Socialists' 

rise to power. The immediate occasion for its composition was the introduction of the so-called Aryan 

Paragraph (Arierparagraph). For Bonhoeffer, however, the issue extended far beyond a single 

legislative measure; it raised the far more fundamental question of the relationship between the Church 

and the state. It is precisely for this reason that he argues the Aryan Paragraph constituted a status 

confessionis for the Church—that is, a matter touching the very essence of the Church's identity and 

therefore demanding an unequivocal confession of faith.240 

Bonhoeffer's argument rests on the conviction that both the Church and the state are institutions 

established within God's ordering of the world, yet their respective spheres of authority are 

fundamentally distinct. The state's vocation is to uphold the legal order, preserve peace, and protect its 

citizens, whereas the Church is called to bear witness to the Gospel and to remind society of God's 

justice. The problem arises when the state exceeds the limits of its legitimate authority and, instead of 

safeguarding justice, becomes an agent of injustice. According to Bonhoeffer, political authority is never 

absolute but always remains accountable to God's order of justice.241 This understanding of justice is 

deeply rooted in the Old Testament tradition. In Biblical Hebrew, the terms ṣedeq (צֶדֶק) and ṣĕdāqāh 

 denote not merely legal correctness but also righteous relationships with others and faithfulness (צְדָקָה)

to God's covenant.242 Although Bonhoeffer does not engage in a lexical analysis of these Hebrew terms, 

his understanding of justice presupposes this broader Old Testament theological conception, in which 

justice is inseparable from God's righteous order and covenantal faithfulness. The present lexical 

reference is therefore intended not as an independent philological discussion but as contextual 

theological evidence that clarifies the biblical framework underlying Bonhoeffer's ethical critique of 

political authority. The central thrust of Bonhoeffer's critique is that a state which deprives its citizens 

of their rights ceases to fulfil its God-given vocation in a legitimate manner and thereby undermines the 

very foundations of its own political authority.243 

It is precisely within this context that Bonhoeffer raises the question of how the Church ought to respond 

when the state ceases to fulfil its fundamental vocation. He rejects the view that the Church should 

remain entirely passive or confine itself to the sphere of internal religious life. On the contrary, he 

maintains that the Church bears the responsibility of evaluating the actions of the state critically and of 

responding whenever justice and human dignity are placed under threat. For this reason, Bonhoeffer 

dismisses any understanding of the Church that would reduce its mission to the realm of private piety. 

                                                 
240 The expression status confessionis refers to a situation in which questions concerning the life and identity of the Church 

can no longer be regarded as secondary matters (adiaphora), but become issues upon which the truth of the Gospel and 

Christian freedom itself depend. In such circumstances, the Church is called to make an unequivocal confession of faith, 

even at the cost of suffering. Here Bonhoeffer draws upon the Lutheran tradition, particularly the Formula of Concord, 

which maintains that in times of persecution no concessions may be made where the truth of the Gospel and the freedom of 

the Christian faith are at stake. Bonhoeffer, "The Church and the Jewish Question," p. 366. 
241 Bonhoeffer, "The Church and the Jewish Question," p. 364. 
242 Željko Stanojević, Serbian–Hebrew, Hebrew–Serbian Dictionary (Belgrade: Institute for Hebrew Language and 

Literature, 2012), p. 212. 
243 Bonhoeffer, "The Church and the Jewish Question," p. 364. 
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Its vocation necessarily includes public witness to the truth whenever the fundamental principles of 

justice and humanity are violated.244 

The best-known section of the essay is Bonhoeffer's formulation of three possible forms of ecclesial 

engagement in response to an unjust state. First, the Church has the obligation to ask whether the state's 

actions are consistent with law and justice. Bonhoeffer understands this as an indispensable expression 

of the Church's public responsibility, for it is the Church's task to remind the state of both the limits of 

its authority and its duty to uphold the rule of law.245 This presupposes a prophetic role in which the 

Church does not accept governmental actions uncritically but evaluates them in the light of moral and 

theological criteria. 

Second, the Church is called to assist those who become victims of state injustice, irrespective of their 

religious, ethnic, or political identity. Bonhoeffer emphasizes that Christians are obliged to offer 

assistance to all who suffer injustice. Significantly, he does not restrict this obligation to members of the 

Church; rather, he insists that help must be extended to every victim of oppression. It is precisely here 

that the ethical dimension of his approach to the Jewish question becomes most evident, since human 

suffering takes precedence over ethnic or religious affiliation.246 More importantly, this demonstrates 

that, for Bonhoeffer, the Jewish question is not fundamentally a political issue but a test of Christian 

responsibility. 

Third—and most radically—the Church may ultimately be called to resist actively the machinery of a 

state that perpetuates injustice. Bonhoeffer expresses this idea through his well-known statement that 

the Church is called not merely to "bandage the victims beneath the wheel," but also to "jam a spoke 

into the wheel itself."247 This formulation represents one of the earliest and most forceful expressions of 

his ethics of responsibility. The metaphor points beyond alleviating the consequences of injustice to 

active resistance against the structures that produce it. As the editors of the critical English edition 

observe, the expression dem Rad selbst in die Speichen zu fallen should be understood as an attempt to 

bring the operation of an unjust and illegitimate state apparatus to a halt, rather than simply to care for 

those who suffer under it.248 

Although the essay is centred on the Jewish question, Bonhoeffer had not yet developed what would 

later be recognized as a modern theology of Jewish-Christian relations. Nevertheless, the enduring 

importance of this issue within his theological thought is clearly demonstrated by his memorandum The 

Jewish-Christian Question as Status Confessionis, written later in the same year, 1933. There 

Bonhoeffer argues even more explicitly that the exclusion of baptized Christians of Jewish descent from 

ecclesiastical office is neither an administrative nor a political matter but one that concerns the very 

nature of the Church itself. Were the Church to accept racial criteria as the basis for determining 

membership within the Christian community, it would renounce its own evangelical identity. It is for 

this reason that Bonhoeffer characterizes the issue as a status confessionis—a moment demanding a 

public confession of faith and the rejection of any compromise with the ideological demands of the 

state.249 

Viewed from a historical perspective, The Church and the Jewish Question constitutes one of the earliest 

attempts within German Protestantism to articulate a coherent theological critique of state-sponsored 

discrimination against Jews. The Jewish question therefore emerges not merely as a political issue but 

as one that reaches into the very identity of the Christian community and its vocation within society, 

                                                 
244 Bonhoeffer, "The Church and the Jewish Question," p. 366. 
245 Bonhoeffer, "The Church and the Jewish Question," p. 365. 
246 Bonhoeffer, "The Church and the Jewish Question," p. 365. 
247 Bonhoeffer, "The Church and the Jewish Question," p. 365. 
248 Bonhoeffer, "The Church and the Jewish Question," p. 365. 
249Bonhoeffer, "The Church and the Jewish Question," pp. 371–373.  
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since the state's anti-Jewish measures challenged the fundamental principles underlying the Church's 

religious and ethical witness.250 At the same time, the essay anticipates themes that would later become 

central to Bonhoeffer's ethical thought: responsibility, action within history, solidarity with the 

vulnerable, and a rejection of passive acquiescence in the face of injustice. 

Although the essay was written in response to an immediate political crisis, Bonhoeffer's argument 

progressively moves beyond theological criticism of state injustice. The three forms of ecclesial action 

outlined in the essay already reveal a transition from doctrinal reflection to an ethics centred upon 

concrete responsibility. The Church is no longer portrayed merely as the guardian of theological truth 

but as an active moral agent whose faith necessarily finds expression in responsible action. In this 

respect, The Church and the Jewish Question may legitimately be understood as the conceptual bridge 

between Bonhoeffer's early ecclesiology and the ethics of responsibility that would later receive 

systematic development in Ethics. 

3. From Theological Critique to an Ethics of Responsibility 

The Church and the Jewish Question occupies a distinctive place in the development of Bonhoeffer's 

thought because it represents far more than an immediate response to a particular political crisis. Even 

at this early stage, the essay contains the essential contours of the ethics of responsibility that would 

later receive systematic expression in his unfinished work Ethic or Bonhoeffer, Christian ethics does not 

begin with abstract moral rules or universal principles applicable independently of concrete historical 

circumstances. Rather, ethical reflection is grounded in a living relationship with Christ and in 

humanity's responsibility before God within history. Consequently, ethics is not merely a matter of 

correct moral reasoning but, above all, of responsible action. 

This conviction becomes particularly evident in Bonhoeffer's discussion of the Jewish question through 

his rejection of ecclesiastical passivity. He refuses to accept that the Church may invoke institutional 

neutrality or confine itself to an exclusively spiritual mission in order to avoid confronting injustice. On 

the contrary, fidelity to Christ demands active engagement whenever human beings are subjected to 

persecution and discrimination. 

A central place in Bonhoeffer's ethical thought is occupied by the concept of responsibility 

(Verantwortung). Responsibility is not understood as an individual moral quality but as a concrete 

response to the demands imposed upon the individual by historical reality. One cannot evade 

responsibility by retreating into private life or by appealing to abstract ethical principles. Decisions are 

made within the realities of human existence, and every decision carries consequences. As Bonhoeffer 

emphasizes, it is fundamentally mistaken to reduce ethical action to the isolated individual choosing 

between abstract notions of good and evil, since every human being exists within a concrete historical 

reality and is called to assume "the living responsibility of one's historical existence."251 Accordingly, it 

is essential to recognize "that human beings necessarily live in relationship with others, and that this 

relationship, depending on its nature, places them under varying degrees of responsibility for other 

persons."252 

For this reason, Bonhoeffer criticizes the assumption that personal moral integrity is sufficient while 

injustice unfolds within society. Genuine responsibility requires a willingness to assume the risks 

inherent in action. This theme would later become one of the defining features of his ethical thought. 

He likewise argues that an authentic ethical situation arises only when one accepts responsibility for 

                                                 
250 Andreas Pangritz, Bonhoeffer and the Jews (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2019), pp. 45–52. 

 
251 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Ethics (Rijeka: Ex Libris, 2007), p. 229. 
252 Bonhoeffer, Ethics, p. 230. 
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others. The moral subject is therefore no longer the isolated individual but "the individual who is 

responsible for other human beings," while ethical decisions are made not on the basis of abstract 

principles but in relation to one's concrete neighbour and a specific historical situation.253 

For Bonhoeffer, the situation of the Jews in Germany constituted a concrete historical test of Christian 

authenticity. The Church cannot proclaim love of neighbour while remaining indifferent to those who 

suffer injustice. Assistance to the persecuted is therefore not a matter of political preference but a direct 

consequence of the very nature of Christian faith. This understanding may also be related to the Old 

Testament commandment, "You shall love your neighbour as yourself" (Lev. 19:18). The Hebrew 

expression veʾahavta lereʿakha kamokha (ָבְתָ לְרֵעֲךָ כָמוֹך  emphasizes responsibility toward one's fellow (וְאָהַּ

human being as a fundamental dimension of one's relationship with God, thereby providing an important 

theological background for Bonhoeffer's understanding of responsibility toward the persecuted. 

This idea receives even fuller expression in Ethics, where the crucified Christ is presented as "refuge, 

justification, protection, and the claim laid upon all higher goods that have been violated, together with 

those who defend them," and where "justice, truth, humanity, and freedom seek refuge with the crucified 

and suffering Christ in his community."254 In this way, the protection of those who are vulnerable derives 

not from an abstract humanitarianism but from the Christological foundation of the Church's very 

existence. 

Furthermore, it is important to emphasize that Bonhoeffer does not develop an ethic grounded merely 

in humanitarian ideals. His critique of injustice is rooted not in secular humanism but in Christology. 

Responsibility for others arises from responsibility before Christ. The Christological foundation of 

Bonhoeffer's ethics is expressed most clearly in his concept of vicarious representative action 

(Stellvertretung). According to Bonhoeffer, Christ does not exist for the sake of his own perfection but 

as the One who stands "in the place of all humanity." Consequently, he concludes that "the real 

representative action of Jesus Christ on behalf of humanity is the source of all human responsibility," 

and that "responsible action is, by its very nature, representative action."255 It is for this reason that 

Bonhoeffer distinguishes ideology from responsible action, insisting that "ideology considers itself 

justified by virtue of its own ideas, whereas the responsible person lives by the grace of God, into whose 

hands he entrusts his actions."256 This profoundly Christological character of ethics constitutes one of 

the defining features of Bonhoeffer's thought and distinguishes it from many modern ethical theories. 

Viewed in light of the subsequent development of his theology, The Church and the Jewish Question 

may therefore be regarded as the earliest formulation of a theme that would later become central to 

Ethics: namely, how Christians are called to act responsibly within a world marked by injustice, 

violence, and historical conflict. For this reason, the essay should be understood not merely as a 

document of its own historical moment but as a crucial stage in the formation of Bonhoeffer's mature 

ethical theology. It is precisely this movement—from theological diagnosis to responsible action—that 

constitutes the central argument of the present study. 

4. The Limits of Bonhoeffer's Approach and Its Contemporary Significance 

Although Bonhoeffer's essay The Church and the Jewish Question unquestionably represents one of the 

earliest and most significant theological responses to the anti-Jewish measures introduced by the 

National Socialist regime, an important question remains: to what extent did Bonhoeffer defend the Jews 

as members of the Jewish people, and to what extent did he defend them primarily as victims of unjust 

                                                 
253 Bonhoeffer, Ethics, p. 230. 
254 Bonhoeffer, Ethics, p. 106. 
255 Bonhoeffer, Ethics, p. 237. 
256 Bonhoeffer, Ethics, p. 233. 
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state action? While his essay unequivocally rejects discrimination and emphasizes the Church's 

obligation to stand alongside the persecuted, the primary focus of his argument is not a theological 

appreciation of Judaism as a living religious tradition. Rather, the central concern of the essay is the 

Church's responsibility and its relationship to the state. Consequently, a number of scholars have argued 

that Bonhoeffer had not yet developed what would later emerge, in the post-Holocaust era, as a theology 

of Jewish-Christian dialogue.257 

Bonhoeffer's reflections remain firmly situated within the framework of Protestant theology as it existed 

in his own time. Although he opposes the injustice inflicted upon the Jews, he does not fundamentally 

challenge the broader legacy of Christian interpretations that had shaped attitudes toward Judaism over 

many centuries. He continues to view the history of the Jewish people through the lens of suffering 

associated with the rejection of Christ and the expectation of Israel's future conversion.258 Such an 

interpretation cannot be understood apart from the biblical concept of covenant. The Hebrew term berit 

 denotes the covenantal relationship between God and Israel and constitutes one of the foundational (בְּרִית)

concepts of Old Testament theology.259 Although Bonhoeffer does not develop a philological discussion 

of the Hebrew concept itself, his reflections on Israel and the Church presuppose the biblical theology 

of the covenant as the broader theological framework within which the relationship between God, Israel, 

and the Christian community has traditionally been understood. The present lexical reference is 

therefore intended not as an independent linguistic analysis but as contextual theological evidence that 

clarifies the Old Testament background underlying Bonhoeffer's discussion. It was precisely the 

question of the enduring validity and theological significance of this covenant after the Holocaust that 

would become one of the central concerns of contemporary Jewish-Christian dialogue. 

At the same time, it is precisely here that the distinctive nature of Bonhoeffer's contribution becomes 

evident. His primary concern is not the place of Judaism within salvation history but the question of 

how the Church ought to respond when the state violates the dignity and fundamental rights of a 

particular group of people. As a result, the Jewish question becomes more than an object of theoretical 

reflection; it becomes a concrete test of Christian fidelity to the Gospel. In this way, Bonhoeffer shifts 

the discussion away from abstract theological speculation toward the practical demands of Christian 

responsibility. 

It is precisely for this reason that Bonhoeffer's thought continues to speak with remarkable relevance to 

contemporary debates concerning discrimination, human rights, and the public role of religious 

communities. Although he did not offer a definitive theological resolution to the relationship between 

Christianity and Judaism, he posed a question that has lost none of its urgency: can the Church remain 

faithful to its calling if it remains silent in the face of injustice? 

Following the Second World War and the revelation of the full magnitude of the Holocaust, Bonhoeffer's 

work assumed an entirely new place within theological discussions concerning Christianity and the 

Jewish people. Whereas during his lifetime he was known primarily within German Protestant circles, 

after the war he came to be recognized as one of the foremost representatives of Christian resistance to 

National Socialism. His essay on the Jewish question increasingly came to be interpreted as one of the 

earliest theological attempts to oppose the anti-Jewish policies of the Nazi state.260 

Among those who emphasized the significance of Bonhoeffer's thought for Jewish-Christian relations 

were several Jewish scholars. As early as 1960, Stephen S. Schwarzschild argued that "Jews owe it to 

                                                 
257 Stephen R. Haynes, The Bonhoeffer Phenomenon: Portraits of a Protestant Saint (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2004), 

pp. 82–85. 
258  Bonhoeffer, "The Church and the Jewish Question," p. 367. 
259 Stanojević, Serbian–Hebrew, Hebrew–Serbian Dictionary, p. 257. 
260 Victoria J. Barnett, For the Soul of the People: Protestant Protest Against Hitler (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1992), pp. 45–49. 
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Dietrich Bonhoeffer to become acquainted with his theology," not merely because he was a martyr of 

National Socialism, but because his theology reveals "many affinities with fundamental Jewish 

orientations." In Schwarzschild's view, this should not be regarded as surprising, since Bonhoeffer 

"returned increasingly to what for him was the Old Testament, thereby drinking from the same source 

that nourishes Judaism."261 Similarly, Pinchas Lapide describes Bonhoeffer as "an exemplary man of 

God" and "a blood witness to the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob," observing that the spiritual 

character of Bonhoeffer's prison writings bears striking similarities to testimonies produced in Bergen-

Belsen, Auschwitz, and Treblinka.262 Such assessments demonstrate that, for a number of Jewish 

thinkers, Bonhoeffer came to be regarded not only as a Christian martyr who resisted National Socialism 

but also as a figure whose witness possessed genuine significance within the context of Jewish suffering 

during the Holocaust. 

A similar conclusion has been reached by a number of contemporary scholars, who argue that 

Bonhoeffer was among the very few Protestant theologians who recognized as early as 1933 that the 

Jewish question was not merely a political issue but a challenge demanding an unequivocal response 

from the Church. Haynes maintains that Bonhoeffer marked an important step in the development of 

Protestant self-criticism concerning Christian attitudes toward the Jews during the National Socialist 

period.263 Expanding upon his broader study of Bonhoeffer's reception, Haynes further demonstrates 

that later interpretations increasingly portrayed Bonhoeffer as a philo-Semite and as one of the 

forerunners of post-Holocaust Jewish-Christian dialogue,264 while Renate Wind argues that it was 

precisely the anti-Jewish legislation introduced after 1933 that ultimately led Bonhoeffer to his decisive 

break with National Socialism.265 

Equally noteworthy are recent studies that seek to situate the anti-Semitism of the Third Reich within 

the broader ideological relationship between National Socialism and Christianity. Oleg Soldat argues 

that in Hitler's Table Talk Judaism does not appear as an isolated topic but is consistently discussed in 

close association with Christianity. According to Soldat's analysis, Hitler regarded both Judaism and 

Christianity as components of the same historical process which, in his view, had contributed to the 

weakening of the Aryan world. He further observes that Jews are mentioned approximately 140 times 

in these conversations, while the Church and Christianity appear on more than 150 occasions, indicating 

the close conceptual relationship between the two within Hitler's ideological worldview.266 

Such an interpretation does not diminish the unique role of anti-Semitism as the central pillar of Nazi 

ideology. Rather, it underscores the complexity of the ideological framework within which Nazi anti-

Semitism developed. Viewed from this perspective, Bonhoeffer's resistance to the persecution of the 

Jews acquires an even deeper significance. His defence of the victims represented not merely a reaction 

to a particular piece of legislation but a testimony to a Christian understanding of the human person, the 

inherent dignity of every individual, and moral responsibility in the face of injustice. This understanding 

of human dignity may itself be related to the Old Testament teaching that humanity was created "in the 

image of God" (Gen. 1:27). The Hebrew expression beṣelem Elohim (בְּצֶלֶם אֱלֹהִים) has for centuries 

provided one of the most important biblical foundations for theological reflection on the value and 

dignity of every human being. Although Bonhoeffer does not engage in a lexical interpretation of this 

                                                 
261 Stephen S. Schwarzschild, "Survey of Current Theological Literature: 'Liberal Religion (Protestant)'," Judaism 9 

(1960), pp. 366–367. 
262 Pinchas E. Lapide, "Bonhoeffer und das Judentum," in Ernst Feil (ed.), Verspieltes Erbe: Dietrich Bonhoeffer und der 

deutsche Nachkriegsprotestantismus (Munich: Kaiser Verlag, 1979), p. 126. 
263 Stephen R. Haynes, "Bonhoeffer, the Jewish People and Post-Holocaust Theology," Studies in Christian-Jewish 

Relations 2, no. 1 (2007), p. 45. 
264 Haynes, "Bonhoeffer, the Jewish People and Post-Holocaust Theology," p. 38. 
265 Renate Wind, Dietrich Bonhoeffer: A Spoke in the Wheel (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1992), p. 70. 
266 Oleg Soldat, "Ordo pingendi, ordo occidendi: Ikonolomstvo, Hitler i revizija Holokausta," in Vera Mevorah, Željko 

Šarić and Predrag Krstić (eds.), Holokaust i teologija (Belgrade: Institute for Philosophy and Social Theory; University of 

Belgrade, Faculty of Philosophy; University of Banja Luka, 2023), pp. 60–62. 
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Hebrew expression, his theological anthropology presupposes the biblical conception of the human 

person that it expresses. The present lexical reference is therefore intended not as an independent 

philological discussion but as contextual theological evidence that clarifies the Old Testament 

foundation underlying Bonhoeffer's understanding of human dignity and Christian responsibility. It may 

therefore be concluded that the limitations of Bonhoeffer's approach are inseparable from both his 

historical context and the enduring significance of his theological legacy. He was not a theologian of 

interreligious dialogue in the contemporary sense of the term. Nevertheless, he was among the very few 

Christian thinkers of his generation who recognized that the Church's response to the persecuted 

constitutes a direct measure of its own faithfulness to the Gospel. In this respect, Bonhoeffer's thought 

continues to speak not merely as a historical witness to a particular period but as a lasting summons to 

responsible action in the face of injustice, while simultaneously requiring a critical assessment of the 

enduring anti-Judaic elements within his early theological framework.267 

5. Conclusion 

The present analysis has demonstrated that Bonhoeffer's essay The Church and the Jewish Question 

constitutes one of the earliest and most significant Protestant responses to the position of the Jews in 

Nazi Germany. Although it was written in direct response to the political developments of 1933 and, 

more specifically, to the introduction of the Aryan Paragraph, the essay reaches far beyond its immediate 

historical context by raising fundamental questions concerning the relationship between the Church, the 

state, and Christian responsibility. 

The study has shown that Bonhoeffer rejects any conception of the Church as a passive observer of 

social and political developments. Instead, he argues that the Church bears the responsibility to examine 

the actions of the state critically, to stand in defence of those who suffer injustice, and, where necessary, 

to resist actively the very structures that generate oppression. Within this framework, the Jewish 

question emerges not simply as a historical or political issue but as a concrete illustration of the broader 

moral and theological responsibility of the Christian community. 

At the same time, the analysis has also identified the limitations of Bonhoeffer's approach. Although he 

unequivocally condemned discrimination against the Jews and called upon the Church to act on their 

behalf, he had not yet developed a theology of Jewish-Christian relations in the form that would emerge 

after the Holocaust. His primary concern remains the responsibility of the Church and the limits of state 

authority rather than a theological reassessment of Judaism as a living religious tradition. Yet it is 

precisely here that the distinctive character of his contribution becomes evident. At a time when many 

ecclesiastical institutions responded with hesitation or silence, Bonhoeffer publicly confronted the 

question of Christian responsibility toward the persecuted. 

Contemporary scholarship likewise confirms that the significance of Bonhoeffer's essay extends far 

beyond the history of National Socialism. His ethics of responsibility continues to provide an important 

point of reference in present-day discussions of human rights, discrimination, political violence, and the 

public role of religious communities. While most scholars have interpreted The Church and the Jewish 

Question primarily as Bonhoeffer's response to the anti-Jewish policies of the National Socialist regime, 

the present study argues that the essay simultaneously contains the essential foundations of the ethics of 

                                                 
267 Luís Cumaru, "A New Ethics for a New Time? Rereading Bonhoeffer's 'Heritage and Decay'," Stellenbosch Theological 

Journal 9, no. 4 (2023), pp. 1–20. As Cumaru argues, responsibility in Bonhoeffer's thought constitutes a comprehensive 

human response to reality in its entirety, making politics, human rights, culture, and public engagement inseparable 

dimensions of Christian ethics. See also Nicholas Scott-Blakely, "The Legacy of Anti-Judaism in the Works of Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer," Journal of Scriptural Reasoning 18, no. 1 (2019), for a critical discussion on the persistence of traditional 

Christian anti-Judaism in Bonhoeffer's early writings. 
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responsibility that would later be developed more fully in Ethics. In other words, the essay should be 

understood not only as a document of ecclesiastical resistance but also as a decisive stage in the 

formation of Bonhoeffer's mature ethical thought. 

It may therefore be concluded that Bonhoeffer's theological legacy occupies a significant place both in 

the history of Protestant theology and in the development of contemporary Christian ethics. Above all, 

it continues to serve as an important stimulus for further reflection on the relationship between faith, 

responsibility, and human dignity in the modern world. His reflections on the position of the Jews in 

Nazi Germany remain particularly significant because they bring the Church's responsibility into direct 

dialogue with the historical experience of Jewish suffering. For this reason, The Church and the Jewish 

Question continues to function as an indispensable point of reference not only for the study of Christian 

resistance to National Socialism but also for subsequent theological discussions concerning Jewish-

Christian relations, human dignity, and ethical responsibility in the face of injustice.  

Taken together, these observations suggest that Bonhoeffer's early reflections should be situated within 

the wider theological movement that culminated in the Barmen Declaration268 and the emergence of the 

Confessing Church. Although his treatment of the Jewish question remained historically conditioned 

and did not yet constitute a fully developed theology of Judaism, it nevertheless anticipated many of the 

ethical concerns that would shape his later theological writings. Read in this broader context, The 

Church and the Jewish Question occupies a pivotal position not only within Bonhoeffer's intellectual 

development but also within the history of twentieth-century Protestant political theology. The principal 

contribution of this study is therefore not merely to demonstrate that Bonhoeffer criticized state injustice 

in 1933, but to show that this critique already contained the essential theological structure of the ethics 

of responsibility that would later become one of the defining characteristics of his mature thought. 
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Abstract 
Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677) was an important early modern thinker. Spinoza came from the Sephardic Jewish community in Amsterdam. After 
his ban from the Jewish community Spinoza emerged as a towering figure in the Radical Enlightenment. His famous work in political 
philosophy, Tractatus theologico-politicus (1670), was instrumental in the development of modern biblical criticism. Among his least known 
works, however, was Spinoza’s incomplete Hebrew grammar. Spinoza intended his Hebrew grammar, Compendium grammatices linguae 
hebraeae, as a practical guide to help his friends learn the Hebrew language so that they could better understand the Bible in Hebrew. This article 
argues, however, that Spinoza had another intention for this grammar. Spinoza’s grammar was more than just a guide to learning the Hebrew 
language. Spinoza intended his grammar to be another corrosive tool of modernity, another means of destabilizing trust in the Bible by 
highlighting what he understood to be the corrupt nature of the Hebrew language and the inescapable impossibility of sufficiently learning the 
original Hebrew of biblical times, which he maintained was a necessary first step in understanding the Bible. His Compendium grammatices 
linguae hebraeae was thus intended as another tool to foster skepticism of the Bible and of traditions of Jewish and Christian biblical 
interpretation. 
Keywords: Spinoza; modern biblical criticism; Hebrew grammar; modernity; biblical hermeneutics. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Spinoza has long taken his place among the most significant Enlightenment figures numbered 

among the architects of modernity, the intellectual and very real landscape we occupy.269 At first, both 

Spinoza’s apologists and his detractors placed him in this prominent role. More recently, Jonathan Israel’s 

work has confirmed Spinoza’s very important position throughout segments of the various Enlightenments, 

particularly the Radical Enlightenment, that transformed Europe and European colonies.270 Much has been 

written on the transformation of the Bible in modernity, from theologically Sacred Scripture to a 

desacralized book.271 Spinoza’s 1670 Tractatus theologico-politicus272 has justly been identified as a key 

early text inspiring this transformation of the Bible and of biblical interpretation. Most of the credit, in this 

regard, has been given either to the philosophical underpinnings of Spinoza’s method, rooted in Descartes 

or Francis Bacon, or in Spinoza’s use history as a method for interpreting the Bible. Jon Levenson asserted, 

for example, “History supplied Spinoza with the coffin into which he placed the Torah.”273 

What remains understudied, however, is the role of Spinoza’s view of the Hebrew language itself, 

and of Hebrew grammar as part and parcel of his modern project, something which was already at work in 

                                                 
269 I understand that we currently live in a postmodern age, nonetheless, commonalities remain between 

modernity and postmodernity, both of which have been shaped by a common past in which Spinoza was a key 

player. See, e.g., Brad S. Gregory, The Unintended Reformation: How a Religious Revolution Secularized Society 

(Harvard University Press, 2012). I also recognize the Enlightenments which emerged in Europe were far from 

monolithic; we may even speak of a “Catholic Enlightenment.” See Ulrich L. Lehner, The Catholic Enlightenment: 

The Forgotten History of a Global Movement (Oxford University Press, 2016). 
270 See, e.g., Jonathan I. Israel, Enlightenment Contested: Philosophy, Modernity, and the Emancipation of 

Man 1670–1752 (Oxford University Press, 2006); and Jonathan I. Israel, Radical Enlightenment: Philosophy and the 

Making of Modernity 1650–1750 (Oxford University Press, 2001). 
271 E.g., Michael C. Legaspi, The Death of Scripture and the Rise of Biblical Studies (Oxford University 

Press, 2010); and Jonathan Sheehan, The Enlightenment Bible: Translation, Scholarship, Culture (Princeton 

University Press, 2005). There are of course theological components to this transformation. See, e.g., Michael C. 

Legaspi, “From Thomasius to Semler: History, Civil Philosophy, and Theology in the German Enlightenment,” in 

Theology, History, and the Modern German University, ed. Kevin M. Vander Schel and Michael P. DeJonge, 11-26 

(Mohr Siebeck, 2021). Furthermore, there are likewise “theological origins of modernity.” See, e.g., Michael Allen 

Gillespie, The Theological Origins of Modernity (University of Chicago Press, 2008). And, of course, for many 

people today, as in generations past, Scripture remains a theological source. 
272 All references to the Latin text of Spinoza’s Tractatus theologico-politicus in this article will be taken 

from Spinoza, Œuvres III: Tractatus Theologico-Politicus/Traité théologico-politique, 2nd ed., ed. Pierre-François 

Moreau, text established by Fokke Akkerman, trans. and notes by Jacqueline Lagrée and Pierre-François Moreau 

(Presses universitaires de France, 2012). Unless otherwise mentioned, all English translations will be taken from 

Spinoza, The Collected Works of Spinoza Volume II, ed. and trans. Edwin Curley (Princeton University Press, 2016). 

When I quote or cite Spinoza’s Tractatus theologico-politicus in this article, the first reference will be to the critical 

Latin text, chapter number, paragraph number (as Akkerman divides the text), page numbers to the Moreau and 

Akkerman critical edition, followed by the page number to Curley’s English translation (ET) in parentheses when 

relevant.  
273 Jon D. Levenson, The Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament, and Historical Criticism: Jews and Christians 

in Biblical Studies (Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993), 95.  
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Spinoza’s much-studied Tractatus theologico-politicus. Recently, in his masterful and voluminous 

scholarly biography of Spinoza, Jonathan Israel points out that: 

one finds no more subversive feature of his transformation of Bible criticism than his 

insistence that without analyzing the grammar, and using grammar to reconstruct the 

complex language “history” of biblical terms and concepts, including the New Testament’s 

Semitic language pre-history, there is scant chance of understanding the Bible correctly.274  

It is often forgotten that Spinoza actually wrote a grammar of the Hebrew language, Compendium 

grammatices linguae hebraeae,275 although he never completed his work on it. Spinoza provided clues in 

his grammar that help the reader dethrone Scripture from its sacred pedestal. His grammar thus was intended 

to form an integral part of his overall modernizing project of creating a method for biblical interpretation 

that would destabilize and eventually overthrow the Bible’s authority. It is Spinoza’s Hebrew grammar, his 

Compendium, and its place within his biblical critical project that this article seeks to explore.  

 

2. Spinoza’s Biblical Criticism and Significance for Modernity 

 

Spinoza’s place within the history of the development of the historical critical method can be 

overemphasized, especially considering how different modern sophisticated approaches are in comparison 

to Spinoza’s more general exegetical comments. Spinoza’s importance, however, was so 

underacknowledged for so long, that it is perhaps understandable why contemporary scholars might 

overemphasize his significance within this history. Spinoza did not construct elaborate compositional 

theories, nor did he apply specific historical critical strategies to draw the sort of concrete literary, 

exegetical, or historical conclusions that would emerge in the nineteenth century. Moreover, many of the 

conclusions he reached, concerning the origin of various biblical books, and hypothetical histories behind 

                                                 
274 Jonathan I. Israel, Spinoza, Life and Legacy (Oxford University Press, 2023), 689.  
275 At present, no contemporary critical edition of Spinoza’s Compendium grammatices linguae hebraeae 

exists. It appears that, under the direction of Pierre Moreau, the Presses universitaires de France will be publishing a 

modern critical edition at some point in the future, as they have for his Tractatus theologico-politicus. This will be a 

tremendous scholarly boon. All references to the Latin text of Spinoza’s Compendium grammatices linguae 

hebraeae in this article will be taken from Spinoza, Opera I, ed. Carl Gebhardt (Carl Winters, 1925), 283-403. 

Unless otherwise mentioned, all English translation will be taken from Spinoza, Complete Works, ed. Michael L. 

Morgan, trans. Samuel Shirley (Hacket, 2002), 584-675. In some instances, I will note where I modify Shirley’s 

English translation. Occasionally I will reference the 2005 Spanish translation or the 2013 Italian translation, which 

editions are, in my opinion, the most important modern editions to date: Baruj Spinoza, Compendio de gramática de 

la lengua hebrea, trans. Guadalupe González Diéguez (Trotta, 2005); and Baruch Spinoza, Compendio di 

Grammatica della Lingua Ebraica, trans. Massimo Gargiulo (Leo S. Olschki Editore, 2025 [2013]). When I quote or 

cite Spinoza’s grammar in this article, the first reference will be to the Latin text, chapter number, page number to 

Spinoza’s text, line number, page number in Gebhardt’s edition, followed by the page number to Shirley’s English 

translation (ET) in parentheses. Occasionally I will reference the Spanish edition (SP) or the Italian edition (IT) 

including page numbers in parentheses.  
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the biblical texts, had already been written about by others, some of whose books found a space on the 

shelves of Spinoza’s personal library. For instance, that Ezra not Moses was the compiler of the Pentateuch, 

in an age long after the recorded events of the Pentateuch took place, was a well-known hypothesis in 

intellectual circles.276 Spinoza’s real significance, however, lies in the thorough construction of a method 

for interpreting the Bible in a “scientific” way, along the lines of the then-developing discipline of “natural 

history.”277   

Spinoza’s method was as thoroughgoing as could be imagined. We could isolate tweny-two rules, 

as it were, which he explains, though he did not himself number them: 

(1) a natural history of the Bible must be constructed.278 

(2) such history must utilize Scripture alone.279 

(3) the construction of this history must proceed step-by-step through several successive  

stages.280  

(4) all aspects of the original languages (mostly Hebrew) that were spoken by the authors  

of the biblical books must be understood.281 

                                                 
276 Examples include: Aphonsi Tostati Hispani [Alfonso Tostado de Madrigal], Opera omnia, 

quotquot in Scripturae sacrae expositionem & alia, adhuc extare inuenta sunt. Commentaria in 

Deuteronomium mendis nunc sanè quàm plurimis diligenter expurgate. Cum Indice copiosissimo 

(Venice: apud Io. Baptistam & Io. Bernardum Sessam, fratres, 1596), e.g., 184; Andrea Masio 

[Andreas Masius], Iosuae imperatoris historia illustrata atque explicata (Antwerp: Ex Officinia 

Christophori Plantini, 1574), e.g., 119 and 301; Iacobo Bonfrerio [Jacques Bonfrère], 

Pentateuchos Moysis commentario illustratus; praemissis, quae ad totius Scripturae 

intelligentiam manuducant, praeloquiis pertuilibus (Antwerp: Ex Officina Plantiniana, apud 

Balthasarem Moretum, et viduam Ioannis Moreti, et Io. Meursium, 1625), e.g., 1062; and Isaac 

La Peyrère, Systema theologicum, book 4, chapter 1 in the critical edition (Latin text with 

German translation), Isaac La Peyrère, Praeadamitae – Systema theologicum (1655), ed. Herbert 

Jaumann and Reimund B. Sdzuj (Frommann-Holzboog, 2019), 536-549. See the helpful 

discussion in Jean Bernier, La critique du Pentateuque de Hobbes à Calmet (Honoré Champion, 

2010), esp. 23-25, 132-134, and 144-145; and Noel Malcolm, Aspects of Hobbes (Clarendon 

Press, 2002), 383-431, especially the chart on 412. On La Peyrère see especially Jeffrey L. 

Morrow, “French Apocalyptic Messianism: Isaac La Peyrère and Political Biblical Criticism in 

the Seventeenth Century,” Toronto Journal of Theology 27, no. 2 (2011): 203-213. 

277 See, e.g., Anthony Grafton, “Spinoza’s Hermeneutics: Some Heretical Thoughts,” in Scriptural 

Authority and Biblical Criticism in the Dutch Golden Age: God’s Word Questioned, ed. Dirk Van Miert, Henk 

Nellen, Piet Steenbakkers, and Jetze Touber, 177-196 (Oxford University Press, 2017), esp. 180, 187, 189, and 194; 

and J. Samuel Preus, Spinoza and the Irrelevance of Biblical Authority (Cambridge University Press, 2001), esp. 11, 

16-17, 22, 32-33, 124-131, and 156-166. 
278 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 2, 278-281.   
279 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 2-5, 280-283. 
280 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 282-283.  
281 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 282-283.  



European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 2 (2026) 

 

157 

(5) every possible meaning of each phrase must be thoroughly investigated.282 

(6) the teachings in each book must be organized by subject to create a clear pool of data  

based on biblical subjects treated.283 

(7) all possible ambiguities, difficult passages, or apparent contradictions must be  

noted.284 

(8) the historical contexts and circumstances of each biblical book must be clearly  

explained.285 

(9) the biography of each author of the various biblical texts must be investigated.286 

(10) all aspects of the character of each biblical book’s author must be thoroughly  

investigated.287 

(11) all of the interests of the authors of the various biblical books must be investigated.288 

(12) one must discover who was the real author of each individual book, even when the  

books are anonymous.289 

(13) one must discover the reason each other wrote their book and what the historical  

circumstances were.290 

(14) one must discover the original intended audience for each biblical book.291 

(15) one must discover the original language in which each biblical book was first  

written.292 

(16) each biblical book’s reception and later history must be thoroughly investigated.293 

(17) one must discover how each book was initially received by its audience.294 

(18) one must also discover who first received each book.295 

(19) all the variant readings in the manuscript tradition must be investigated.296 

(20) it must be determined who made the decisions that acknowledged these books as  

                                                 
282 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 282-283.  
283 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 282-283.  
284 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 284-285.  
285 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 286-287. 
286 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 286-287.  

287 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 286-287.  
288 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 286-287.  
289 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 286-287.  
290 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 286-287.  
291 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 286-287.  
292 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 286-287.  
293 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 286-287.  
294 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 286-287.  
295 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 286-287.  
296 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 286-287.  
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sacred.297 

(21) the canonization process of Scripture must be thoroughly investigated.298 

(22) this entire process must be completed in order to construct a history of Scripture,  

which must be prior to any theological interpretation.299 

It is this last rule that makes Spinoza’s method so unique.300 David Dungan clarifies the import of his 

method: “Spinoza and his followers multiplied questions about the physical history of the text to the point 

that the traditional theological task could never get off the ground.”301  

In his proposed historical and linguistic biblical method, Spinoza followed Bacon more than he did 

Descartes.302 The basic outlines of Spinoza’s method, which he detailed in the seventh chapter of his 

Tractatus theologico-politicus, remained the overarching method biblical scholars would follow up to the 

present. The finely detailed works in later source-, form-, and redaction-criticism built upon the 

methodological structure Spinoza laid down. That Spinoza’s work became so notorious, the Tractatus 

theologico-politicus derided as “a book forged in hell,”303 aided the survival of his method. Within less than 

a decade, Richard Simon’s ostensible response to Spinoza, Simon’s Histoire critique du Vieux Testament,304 

would in some ways further Spinoza’s project.305 Spinoza’s works were translated widely even as they were 

vilified, ensuring a productive future to his thought. Spinoza’s unfinished Hebrew grammar, Compendium 

                                                 
297 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 286-287.  
298 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 286-287.  
299 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 286-287.  
300 For Spinoza’s biblical hermeneutic in its historical and political context, see, e.g., Jeffrey L. Morrow, 

Pretensions of Objectivity: Toward a Criticism of Biblical Criticism (Pickwick, 2019), 48-54; Jetze Touber, Spinoza 

and Biblical Philology in the Dutch Republic, 1660-1710 (Oxford University Press, 2018), 5-74; Jeffrey L. Morrow, 

“Spinoza and the Theo-Political Implications of his Freedom to Philosophize,” New Blackfriars 99 (2018): 374-387; 

Jeffrey L. Morrow, Theology, Politics, and Exegesis: Essays on the History of Modern Biblical Criticism (Pickwick, 

2017), 16-34; Jeffrey L. Morrow, Three Skeptics and the Bible: La Peyrère, Hobbes, Spinoza, and the Reception of 

Modern Biblical Criticism (Pickwick, 2016), 104-138; and Scott W. Hahn and Benjamin Wiker, Politicizing the 

Bible: The Roots of Historical Criticism and the Secularization of Scripture 1300-1700 (Crossroad, 2013), 339-393. 
301 David Laird Dungan, A History of the Synoptic Problem: The Canon, the Text, the Composition, and the 

Interpretation of the Gospels (Yale University Press, 1999), 172.  
302 On Spinoza’s unacknowledged use of Bacon see especially Jeffrey L. Morrow, “Methods of Interpreting 

Scripture and Nature: The Influence of the Baconian Method on Spinoza’s Biblical Criticism,” in Studies in the 

History of Exegesis, ed. Mark W. Elliott, Raleigh C. Heth, and Angela Zautcke, 157-173 (Mohr Siebeck, 2022).  
303 Taken from the title of Steven Nadler, A Book Forged in Hell: Spinoza’s Scandalous Treatise and the 

Birth of the Secular Age (Princeton University Press, 2011), which is a marvelous study of Spinoza’s Tractatus 

theologico-politicus. Nadler took his title from one early critic of Spinoza’s work, which Nadler leaves unattributed 

(xi). 
304 For a critical edition see Richard Simon, Histoire critique du Vieux Testament suivi de Lettre sur 

l’inspiration, ed. Pierre Gibert (Bayard, 2008).  
305 For the ways in which Simon built upon and furthered Spinoza’s work see especially the dated but 

important studies of F. Saverio Mirri, Richard Simon e il metodo storico-critico di B. Spinoza. Storia di un libro e di 

una polemica sulla sfondo delle lotte politico-religiose della Francia di Luigi XIV (Felice Le Monnier, 1972); and 

Paul Auvray, “Richard Simon et Spinoza,” in Religion, érudition et critique à la fin du XVIIe siècle et au début du 

XVIIIe, ed. Baudouin de Gaiffer, Bruno Neveu, René Voeltzel, Elisabeth Labrousse, et al., 201-214 (Presses 

universitaires de France, 1968). 
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grammatices linguae hebraeae, was intended to form a part of his revolution in biblical interpretation, even 

though it would not gain as wide an audience as his Tractatus theologico-politicus, and thus would have 

little effect upon the future of biblical scholarship.  

Spinoza’s biblical scholarship would prove to be an important part of early modernity and of the 

secularization that would ensue.306 Even the notion of the “secular” as distinct from the “religious,” which 

became a hallmark of modernity, is in some ways indebted to Spinoza, among other early modern political 

thinkers.307 Perhaps no one has drawn attention to how significant and influential Spinoza’s thought was to 

the radical Enlightenment as Jonathan Israel.308 Israel has demonstrated how significant Spinoza’s thoughts 

and arguments were in virtually all areas of debate throughout the later seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 

across Europe. It was not merely Spinoza’s philosophical inquires that proved so important and influential, 

but his biblical and political work as well. 

When John Milbank published his controversial Theology and Social Theory in 1990, Milbank 

wrote that, “It was therefore necessary for the new political science to ‘capture’ . . . the text of the Bible: to 

produce a new Biblical hermeneutic.”309 Milbank wrote that Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan and Spinoza’s 

                                                 
306 For Spinoza’s important place within the history of modern biblical criticism see especially Scott W. 

Hahn and Jeffrey L. Morrow, Modern Biblical Criticism as a Tool of Statecraft (1700-1900) (Emmaus Academic, 

2020), esp. 15-16, but also the entire volume for how his work was built upon. For his pivotal place within the 

history of specifically Pentateuchal source criticism see especially John S. Bergsma and Jeffrey L. Morrow, 

Murmuring Against Moses: The Contentious History and Contested Future of Pentateuchal Studies (Emmaus 

Academic, 2023), esp. 216-223.  
307 For a brief history of these developments see, e.g., Jeffrey L. Morrow, “Religion and 

the Secular State: Loisy’s Use of ‘Religion’ Prior to His Excommunication,” in Constructing 

Nineteenth-Century Religion: Literary, Historical, and Religious Studies in Dialogue, ed. Joshua 

King and Winter Jade Werner, 25-45 (Ohio State University Press, 2019), 26-31; and Jeffrey L. 

Morrow, “Secularization, Objectivity, and Enlightenment Scholarship: The Theological and 

Political Origins of Modern Biblical Studies,” Logos 18, no. 1 (2015): 14-32. For the creation of 

“world religions” as a modern category in this context, see especially Tomoko Masuzawa, The 

Invention of World Religions: Or, How European Universalism Was Preserved in the Language 

of Pluralism (University of Chicago Press, 2005). For the religious/secular (and especially 

church/state) dichotomy as anachronistic before the modern period, see especially Andrew 

Willard Jones, Before Church and State: A Study of Social Order in the Sacramental Kingdom of 

St. Louis IX (Emmaus Academic, 2017). For Spinoza’s acknowledged place within these early 

modern political debates see William T. Cavanaugh, The Myth of Religious Violence: Secular 

Ideology and the Roots of Modern Conflict (Oxford University Press, 2009), 57-180, esp. 124-

131, which builds upon his earlier study, William T. Cavanaugh, “‘A Fire Strong Enough to 

Consume the House:’ The Wars of Religion and the Rise of the State,” Modern Theology 11, no. 

4 (1995): 397-420.  

308 See especially Israel, Enlightenment Contested; and Israel, Radical Enlightenment.  
309 John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason, 2nd ed. (Blackwell, 2006 [1990]), 

19.  
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Tractatus theologico-politicus were as much about political philosophy as they were biblical 

interpretation.310 This may have seemed novel to Milbank’s primary intended audience, but the melding of 

early modern political theory with biblical hermeneutics was ubiquitous in Spinoza’s day and before. In the 

early modern period, to write about politics it was necessary to engage the Bible, in some shape or form. It 

has become increasingly recognized by scholars just how inextricably bound to biblical interpretation was 

early modern political philosophy, and such biblical engagement almost always included sources from the 

rich Jewish exegetical tradition of the early rabbinic and medieval periods.311  

Just over two decades after Milbank first published his work, Brad Gregroy drew attention to some 

of the same trends Milbank had noticed and highlighted the prominent place Spinoza, among other thinkers, 

occupied within this history of modernity and secularization.312 Spinoza contributed to what Michael 

Legaspi has called the development of the “academic Bible,” which Legaspi contrasts with the “scriptural 

Bible.”313 What Spinoza did was create a space for the Bible to be read and studied apart from any 

theological moorings.314 Spinoza, of course, had many precursors, and, moreover, the work he began would 

be carried on by countless others throughout the later seventeenth century, through the eighteenth century, 

and into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  

 

3. Spinoza’s Compendium grammatices linguae hebraeae 

 

 It is uncertain when Spinoza began work on his Compendium grammatices linguae hebraeae; 

though it was likely Spinoza’s penultimate work.315 We do not know with certainty Spinoza’s reasons for 

                                                 
310 Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 19. The work of Anthropologist Talal Asad has also been helpful 

in underscoring some of the shifts that took place from the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries in the 

interpretation of the Bible and how these changes participated in the emerging secular modernity, although he does 

not specifically address Spinoza. See especially Talal Asad, Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons of 

Power in Christianity and Islam (Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), 40-43 and 60-62; and Talal Asad, 

Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity (Stanford University Press, 2003), 37-45. 
311 See, e.g., Eric Nelson, The Hebrew Republic: Jewish Sources and the Transformation of European 

Political Thought (Harvard University Press, 2010); and Gordon Schochet, Fania Oz-Salzberger, and Meirav Jones, 

ed., Political Hebraism: Judaic Sources in Early Modern Political Thought (Shalem Press, 2008), which includes an 

essay on Spinoza, Menachem Lorberbaum, “Spinoza’s Theological-Political Problem,” 167-188. 
312 Gregory, Unintended Reformation, esp. 345. Several of these works are important in highlighting 

theological and religious roots of modernity: Gillespie, Theological Origins of Modernity; Nelson, Hebrew 

Republic; and Gregory, Unintended Reformation. To this list should be added Charles Taylor, A Secular Age 

(Harvard University Press, 2007). 
313 Legaspi, Death of Scripture, vii-x. Legaspi’s volume focuses on the later figure Johann David 

Michaelis.   
314 For how this would play out in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, see Hahn and Morrow, Modern 

Biblical Criticism.  
315 See Israel, Spinoza, 1075; and Omero Proietti, “Il «Satyricon» di Petronio e la datazione della 

«Grammatica ebraica» spinoziana,” Studia Spinozana 5 (1989): 253-274. For important background information on 

Spinoza’s Compendium grammatices linguae hebraeae see especially Israel, Spinoza, 1075-1083; Jean Baumgarten, 
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putting pen to paper when he composed his Compendium. His followers, those responsible for its survival 

and posthumous publication, argued it was to help his friends and create a Hebrew grammar along the lines 

of Spinoza’s geometric philosophical method. It does seem clear that Spinoza did in fact write his grammar 

to help his friends learn Hebrew, to enable them better to understand the Bible. Spinoza’s hope, it would 

seem, was to facilitate their biblical interpretation along more academically rigorous lines.316 Spinoza had 

many Hebrew grammars at his disposal, both in his own library and also beyond his personal collection, 

considering the widespread availability of Hebrew grammars in the seventeenth century Dutch Republic. 

There was an embarrassment of riches in terms of both Jewish and Christian Hebrew grammars throughout 

Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.317 The world of Judaism in particular evidenced a 

longstanding tradition of producing Hebrew grammars,318 and this was even the case among Spinoza’s own 

contemporary Sephardic Jewish grammarians in the Dutch Republic.319 Among Jewish Hebraists examples 

included David Qimḥi’s Sefer Mikhlol320 and Abraham de Balmes’s Miqneh Avram.321 Among Christian 

                                                 
Irène Rosier-Catach, and Pina Totaro, “Spinoza, grammaire et philosophie. Le Compendium grammatices linguae 

hebraeae,” in Spinoza, Philosophe Grammarien. Le Compendium grammatices linguae hebraeae, ed. Jean 

Baumgarten, Irène Rosier-Catach, and Pina Totaro, 7-15 (CNRS Éditions, 2019); and Pina Totaro, “Introduzione. 

Spinoza, il Tractatus theologico-politicus e il Compendium grammatices linguae Hebraeae,” in Compendio di 

Grammatica, Spinoza, 1-32. 
316 Israel, Spinoza, 1076-1077; Guadalupe González Diéguez, “Spinoza and the Grammar of the Hebrew 

Language,” in A Companion to Spinoza, ed. Yitzhak Y. Melamed, 483-491 (Wiley Blackwell, 2021), 484; 

Guadalupe González Diéguez, introducción to Compendio de gramática de la lengua hebrea, by Baruj Spinoza, 

trans. Guadalupe González Diéguez, 7-54 (Trotta, 2005), 14; and A.J. Klijnsmit, “Vossius, Spinoza, Schultens: The 

Application of Analogia in Hebrew Grammar,” Helmántica 51 (2000): 139-166, at 147. A number of scholars have 

argued that Spinoza’s Compendium is shaped by his philosophy, and particularly his geometric method, arguing 

deductively. One of the most recent and robust arguments along these lines is Homero Santiago, “O Compêndio de 

Gramática Hebraica de Espinosa é uma obra more geometrico demonstrate?” Trans/Form/Ação 36, no. 2 (2013): 

23-44. 
317 Irene Zwiep, “Ceci n’est pas une grammaire: Le Compendium grammatices linguae hebraeae de 

Spinoza,” in Spinoza, Philosophe Grammarien, ed. Baumgarten, Rosier-Catach, and Totaro, 161-184, at 161; 

González Diéguez, “Spinoza and the Grammar of the Hebrew Language,” 485 and 488; Omero Proietti, “Johannes 

Buxtorf, Spinoza e la sintassi dell’ebraico,” Annali della Facoltà di Lettere e Filosofia dell’Università di Macerata 

42-43 (2009-2010): 33-55; Klijnsmit, “Vossius, Spinoza, Schultens,” 147 and 151-152; Anthony J. Klijnsmit, 

“Spinoza and the Grammarians of the Bible,” in The History of Linguistics in the Low Countries, ed. Jan 

Noordegraaf, Kees Versteegh, E.F.K. Koerner, 155-200 (John Benjamins Publishing Co., 1992); and Anthony J. 

Klijnsmit, “Amsterdam Sephardim and Hebrew Grammar in the Seventeenth Century,” Studia Rosenthaliana 22, no. 

2 (1988): 144-164. 
318 See, e.g., Judith Olszowy-Schlanger, “The Science of Language among Medieval Jews,” in Science in 

Medieval Jewish Cultures, ed. Gad Freudenthal, 359-424 (Cambridge University Press, 2011).  
319 Klijnsmit, “Vossius, Spinoza, Schultens,” 151-152.  
320 David Qimḥi, Sefer Mikhlol (Venice: Daniel Bomberg, 1545) [in Hebrew] was originally written in the 

12th century, but it was published in several editions in the 16th century. It was also published in several Latin 

translations, including David Kimhi, Liber Michlol grammatices linguae sanctae (Paris: Collegio Italorum, 1540). 

On the possible influence of David Qimḥi’s grammar on Spinoza see Judith Kogel, “Spinoza, lecteur de David 

Qimḥi?” in Spinoza, philosophe grammairien, ed. Baumgarten, Rosier-Catach, and Totaro, 91-103. 
321 Abraham de Balmís [Abraham de Balmes], Peculium Abrae: Grammatica hebraea una cum latino 

[Miqneh Avram] (Venice: Danielis Bombergi, 1523). On the possibility of the influence of Abraham de Balmes on 

Spinoza’s grammar see Saverio Campanini, “Le Peculium Abrae d’Abraham de Balmes et la question des sources 

du Compendium,” in Spinoza, philosophe grammairien, ed. Baumgarten, Rosier-Catach, and Totaro, 105-126. 
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Hebraists, the most important for Spinoza was clearly Johannes Buxtorf and his Thesaurus grammaticus 

linguae sanctae hebraeae.322 

Beyond Jewish Hebrew grammars, there had been an increasing tradition of Hebrew grammars 

among Christian Hebraists throughout Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.323 As much as 

Spinoza explicitly criticized the prior work of Christian Hebraists—especially, Johannes Buxtorf (1564-

1629)—in regard to their Hebrew grammars, it was precisely this Hebrew grammatical tradition, and 

Buxtorf in particular, to which Spinoza’s own grammar seems to have been most indebted.324 Spinoza’s 

heavy reliance upon Buxtorf is especially interesting in light of the presence of many Jewish Hebrew 

grammars preserved in Spinoza’s private library.325 Moreover, Jacques Rozenberg has argued persuasively 

                                                 
322 Johannis Buxtorfi [Johannes Buxtorf], Thesaurus grammaticus linguae sanctae hebraeae duobus libris 

methodicè propositus quorum prior vocum singularum naturam & proprietates, alter vocum conjunctarum rationem 

& elegantiam universam, accuratissimè explicat (Bale: Conradi Waldkirchi, 1609).  
323 On Christian Hebraism see, e.g., Anthony Grafton and Joanna Weinberg, Johann Buxtorf, Impresario of 

Hebrew and Jewish Books (Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 2025); Anthony Grafton, “Christian Hebraism 

and the Rediscovery of Hellenistic Judaism,” in Jewish Culture in Early Modern Europe: Essays in Honor of David 

B. Ruderman, ed. Richard I. Cohen, Natalie B. Dohrmann, Adam Shear, and Elchanan Reiner, 169-180 (Hebrew 

Union College and University of Pittsburgh Press, 2014); Stephen G. Burnett, Christian Hebraism in the 

Reformation Era (1500-1660): Authors, Books, and the Transmission of Jewish Learning (Brill, 2012); Allison 

Coudert and Jeffrey Shoulson, ed., Hebraica Veritas?: Christian Hebraists and the Study of Judaism in Early 

Modern Europe (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004); Sophie Kessler-Mesguish, “L’hébreu chez les hébraïsants 

chrétiens des XVIe et XVIIe siècles,” Histoire Épistémologie, Langage 18, no. 1 (1996): 87-108, at 87-89; and 

Stephen Burnett, From Christian Hebraism to Jewish Studies: Johannes Buxtorf (1564-1629) and Hebrew Learning 

in the Seventeenth Century (Brill, 1996).  
324 González Diéguez, “Spinoza and the Grammar of the Hebrew Language,” 485 and 488; Omero Proietti, 

“Emendazioni alla Grammatica Ebraica Spinoziana,” Rivista di Storia della Filosofia 65, no. 1 (2010): 25-56, at 32; 

and Proietti, “Johannes Buxtorf,” 34. Giovanni Licata goes so far as to write, “We can in effect consider the 

Thesaurus of Johannes Buxtorf as the subtext of Spinoza’s grammar.” See Giovanni Licata, “La Nature de la langue 

hébraïque chez Spinoza,” in Spinoza, Philosophe Grammarien, ed. Baumgarten, Rosier-Catach, and Totaro, 47-62, 

at 50 (English translation is my own). You can see examples of Buxtorf’s influence by comparing his Thesaurus 

grammaticus linguae sanctae hebraeae to Spinoza’s Compendium, e.g., Buxtorfi, Thesaurus grammaticus linguae 

sanctae hebraeae, 1 is similar to Spinoza’s discussion in chapter 4 of his Compendium, and 94 is similar to 

Spinoza’s use of the Latin grammatical idea of the infinitive in chapter 5 of his Compendium. Spinoza had a 1629 

edition of Buxtorf’s Thesaurus in his library. 
325 González Diéguez, “Spinoza and the Grammar of the Hebrew Language,” 485 and 488. On Spinoza’s 

library, see J. Freudenthal, ed., Die Lebensgeschichte Spinoza’s: In Quellenschriften, Urkunden und nichtamtlichen 

Nachrichten (Veit, 1899); and A. J. Servaas van Rooijen, Inventaire des livres formant la bibliothèque de Bénédict 

Spinoza. Publié d’après un document inédit, avec des notes bibliographiques et une introduction (Tengeler and 

Monnerat, 1888). See, however, Adri K. Offenberg, “Spinoza’s Library: The Story of a Reconstruction,” Quaerendo 

3, no. 4 (1973): 309-321, at 309, who points out that the Freudenthal edition is more reliable than Van Rooijen’s. 

For a look at potential Jewish sources for Spinoza’s grammar see Jean Baumgarten, “De quelques possibles sources 

juives du Compendium de Spinoza,” in Spinoza, Philosophe Grammarien, ed. Baumgarten, Rosier-Catach, and 

Totaro, 127-157. Spinoza’s library indicates that he held several sources of relevance here, in addition to Buxtorf’s 

works. He held numerous commentaries (e.g., Rashi, Ibn Ezra, and David Qimḥi). It seems that much of his access 

to these commentaries, especially Ibn Ezra and Qimḥi, were from Johannis Buxtorfi [Johannes Buxtorf], ed., Biblia 

Sacra Hebraica & Chaldaica cum Masora, quae critica Hebraeorum sacra est, magna & parva: ac selectissimis 

Hebraeorum interpretum comentariis Rabbi Salomonis Jarchi, R. Abrahami Aben Esrae, R. Davidis Kimchi, R. Levi 

Gerson, R. Saadie Gaon, R. Jeschajae, & Notis ex authore, quem Baal Turim vocant, collectis, quibus textus 

Grammaticè & historicè illustrator (Basileae: Ludovici König, 1620). Spinoza also owned Johannis Buxtorfi 

[Johannes Buxtorf], Tiberias sive Commentarius Masorethicus triplex historicus, didacticus, criticus, ad 
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that, in general, the tradition of Latin grammar exercised a great deal of influence on Spinoza’s treatment 

of the grammar of the Hebrew language.326 

Spinoza had learned Hebrew as a child. He was educated in the famous Etz Ḥayyim school in the 

Talmud Torah Sephardic synagogue community in Amsterdam. Although many scholars assume the 

famous Menasseh ben Israel (1604-1657) taught Spinoza Hebrew327—Menasseh did teach Hebrew at his 

school328—it is not clear that this was the case. Jonathan Israel maintains that it seems more likely that 

Spinoza learned Hebrew (and grammar in general) from Ḥakham Isaac Aboab da Fonseca (1605-1693), 

since the dates and ages Aboab da Fonseca taught, evidenced in the Etz Ḥayyim archives, fit what we know 

about the timeline of Spinoza’s early education better.329 In the past, scholars had assumed Spinoza was 

exceptional for his formal Jewish learning. This was due, in part, to an uncritical acceptance of La vie de 

Monsieur Benoit de Spinosa,330 which now seems to be a re-narration of Spinoza’s life fabricated by his 

                                                 
illustrationem operis biblici Basiliensis conscriptus, quo primum historia Masoretharum Tiberiensium, sive à quibus 

Masora conscriptasit, excutitur: quid item tractet, quae ejus methodus, & quo sine inventa sit, amplè explicatur: 

secundò clavis Masorae traditur, per quam ad maxima & minima Masorae penitùs cognoscenda, facillimus datur 

aditus. Tertio castigationes innumerum mendorum per universam Masoram propuntur (Basileae: Joh. Jacobi 

Deckeri, 1665). On Buxtorf’s Tiberias see, e.g., Grafton and Weinberg, Johann Buxtorf, 179-183. Additionally, 

Spinoza owned copies of: Constantinum L’Empereur [Constantijn L’Empereur], Clavis Talmudica. Complectens 

formulas, loca dialectica & rhetorica priscorum Judaeorum (Leiden: ex Officina Elseviriorum, 1634); and 

Benedicti Pererii [Benedict Pereira], Commentariorum in Danielem prophetam (Lyon: ex Officina Iuntarum, 1588). 

Pereira’s commentary was originally published in 1587, and Spinoza’s edition was apparently from 1602. Spinoza’s 

engagement with Ibn Ezra may have been largely through his “super commentaries.” On this, and on Ibn Ezra’s 

super commentaries, see Jacques J. Rozenberg, “Spinoza and his Relationship to the Hermeneutics of R. Abraham 

Ibn Ezra: The Super-Commentaries and the Semantics of Narrative,” Hermeneia 33 (2024): 37-73; Tomás Visi, “Ibn 

Ezra, a Maimonidean Authority: The Evidence of the Early Ibn Ezra Supercommentaries,” in The Cultures of 

Maimonideanism: New Approaches to the History of Jewish Thought, ed. James T. Robinson, 89-132 (Brill, 2009); 

David Lemler, “Abraham Ibn Ezra et Moïse Maïmonide cités par Spinoza ou l’impossibilité d’une philosophie 

juive,” Revue des études juives 168 (2009): 415-464; and Tamás Visi, “The Early Ibn Ezra Supercommentaries: A 

Chapter in Medieval Jewish Intellectual History,” (Ph.D. diss., Central European University, 2006). 
326 See Jacques J. Rozenberg, “Spinoza’s Compendium: Between Hebrew and Latin Grammars of the 

Middle Ages and the Renaissance: Verbs versus Nouns,” International Philosophical Quarterly 64, no. 4 (2024): 

339-367, esp. 354-357.  
327 González Diéguez, “Spinoza and the Grammar of the Hebrew Language,” 485; and González Diéguez, 

introducción, 20. 
328 González Diéguez, introducción, 20; and Klijnsmit, “Vossius, Spinoza, Schultens,” 148. On Menasseh 

see, e.g., Steven Nadler, Menasseh ben Israel: Rabbi of Amsterdam (Yale University Press, 2018). 
329 See Israel, Spinoza, 52-53 for Spinoza’s possible acquaintance with Menasseh, and 150-155 for the sort 

of education Spinoza would have received at Etz Ḥayyim, including the likelihood of his learning Hebrew from 

Ḥakham Isaac Aboab da Fonseca. Both Menasseh ben Israel and Ḥakham Isaac Aboab da Fonseca, furthermore, had 

written unpublished Hebrew grammars that were in the Etz Ḥayyim library. See Adri Offenberg, “A Mid-

Seventeenth-Century Manuscript of the (Unpublished) Hebrew Grammars of Menasseh ben Israel and Isaac Aboab 

da Fonseca Recovered,” Zutot 4 (2003): 98-107. 
330 The original text is no longer extant. It seems likely to have been written between 1678-1688, although 

it was first published only much later in 1719 as La vie et l’esprit de Mr. Benoit de Spinosa. For an early English 

edition (The Life of the Late Mr. de Spinoza) see A. Wolf, ed., The Oldest Biography of Spinoza (George Allen & 

Unwin, 1927), 41-75, where this short biography is presented.  
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followers and apologists.331 The archival evidence indicates, however, that Spinoza did not receive formal 

Jewish learning after the age of fourteen.332 At the same time, it must be emphasized, the Etz Ḥayyim 

community where Spinoza was educated, was the envy of European Jewry; it was renowned for its 

impressive pedagogy.333 Spinoza clearly knew Hebrew well. Some have, however, attributed more 

importance to Spinoza’s incomplete grammar than is warranted.334 When it came to engaging other 

languages, Spinoza only rarely compared Hebrew to Aramaic, which he sometimes referred to as “Syriac” 

[“Syriacus”],335 but not to any other Semitic languages.336 

The context of Spinoza’s composing his Tractatus theologico-politicus must be borne in mind when 

thinking about his Compendium. Already, in his Tractatus theologico-politicus, Spinoza declared that in 

order to complete a history of Scripture, which, for Spinoza, was a prerequisite of biblical interpretation, 

an exhaustive knowledge of the original language (Hebrew) was essential.337 This required the investigation 

of “all the meanings each utterance can admit in ordinary conversational usage.”338 Spinoza underscored 

here that Hebrew was the most important language to learn for biblical interpretation, including of the New 

                                                 
331 On the discrediting of La vie see Travis L. Frampton, Spinoza and the Rise of Historical Criticism of the 

Bible (T&T Clark, 2006), esp. 76-158. 
332 Israel, Spinoza, 158-159; and Abraham de Mordechai Vaz Dias and Willem Gerard van der Tak, 

“Spinoza Merchant and Autodidact: Charters and Other Authentic Documents Relating to the Philosopher’s Youth 

and His Relations,” Studia Rosenthaliana 16 (1982): 103-171.  
333 Israel, Spinoza, 148-159.  
334 Though Klijnsmit does point out that, “The first grammarian of Hebrew who applied analogia 

rigorously was Spinoza” (“Vossius, Spinoza, Schultens,” 162). 
335 It is clear, for example, that in Spinoza, Compendium grammatices linguae hebraeae, II, 3.6-7, 289 (ET 

589-590), when Spinoza refers to “Syriacus” [Syriac] he means Aramaic. Here, Spinoza claims that Ezra and the 

Pharisees preferred the “Syriac script” [LT: “character est Syriacus”]. In the Spanish edition, there is a footnote (SP 

61n7) that explains Syriac as a synonym for “cursive Aramaic,” for Spinoza. This might be an apt description of 

Syriac (which is a dialectical variant of Aramaic), but not for the script to which Spinoza referred. Spinoza’s clear 

contrast is the Aramaic block script that Second Temple and later Hebrew employed in contrast to the old Hebrew 

which is closer to a Phoenician script. The note in the introduction to the Spanish edition is more accurate: “The 

‘Syriac’ script to which here he [Spinoza] makes reference is that known as ‘Aramaic block script’ [‘grafía aramea 

cuadrada’], that was imposed on the sacred texts in the middle of the second century C.E. by the Jewish rabbis. 

Prior, from the tenth century B.C.E. until the sixth century B.C.E., the writing employed by the Israelites was called 

paleo-Hebrew or Canaanite-Hebrew” (SP 14n15, English translation is my own). See also the helpful footnote in the 

Italian edition (IT 46n8) which contrasts the block Aramaic script used with paleo-Hebrew alphabet, “The ancient 

Hebrew alphabet” [“L’antico alfabeto ebraico”] (IT 46n8). It is possible that Spinoza is simply not making a 

distinction between Aramaic dialectical variants. It should be noted that the specific dual-language (Greek and 

Syriac) New Testament by Immanuel Tremellius that Spinoza owned (the 1569 ed.), printed the Syriac text using 

block Aramaic script, which Tremellius referred to as “printed in Hebrew font” (Hebraeis typis descripta), rather 

than Syriac script. See, e.g., Immanuele Tremellio [Immanuel Tremellius], Η ΚΑΙΝΗ ΔΙΑΘΗΚΗ. Testamentum 

Novum. דיתיקא חדתא. Est autem interpretatio Syriaca Novi Testamenti, Hebraeis typis descripta, plerisque etiam locis 

emendate. Eadem Latino sermone reddita (Henr. Stephanus, 1569). On the significance of this edition see Robert J. 

Wilkinson, “Immanuel Tremellius’ 1569 Edition of the Syriac New Testament,” Journal of Ecclesiastical History 

58, no. 1 (2007): 9-25. 
336 Klijnsmit notes this lack of engagement with other languages beyond Latin as well in “Vossius, Spinoza, 

Schultens,” 160. 
337 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 2, 278-281 (ET 173).  
338 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 282-283 (ET 173).  
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Testament, since he believed Hebrew was the original spoken language of the authors of the biblical books 

in both Testaments.339 The key challenge that Spinoza highlighted, and this is where his Compendium 

becomes important, is that such a method “requires a complete [integram] knowledge of the Hebrew 

language.”340 Spinoza then mentioned that “we cannot have a complete [perfectam] history of the Hebrew 

language.”341 For Spinoza, this was because of “the very nature and constitution of this language. So many 

ambiguities arise from this that it is impossible to devise a method which will teach you how to find out 

with certainty the true meaning of all the utterances of Scripture.”342 Writing further, in regard to the Hebrew 

language, Spinoza explained the ultimate futility of such an exhaustive quest to understand perfectly the 

Hebrew language: “so many ambiguities must occur that there can be no method for resolving all of 

them.”343 

What is significant to underscore here is that Spinoza’s method, which he laid out in his Tractatus 

theologico-politicus, required a history so exhaustively and meticulously detailed—not only the history of 

the biblical books themselves, but also of the Hebrew language—that it would be impossible to complete. 

And yet, such a complete history, such a “complete” knowledge of the Hebrew language, Spinoza’s method 

demanded in order for the work of exegesis to begin. Spinoza did not add encouragement to the prospect 

of accomplishing this Herculean task, quixotic at best. Rather, Spinoza emphasized the insurmountable 

obstacles. In fact, he was quite up front about the impossibility of sufficiently recovering what was lost, but 

necessary for proper understanding of the Hebrew language of biblical times. This is where his 

Compendium was to come in and play the role of a further acid in which to dissolve the biblical text and 

traditions of interpretation.  

 

4. Hebrew Grammar Redeployed as a Corrosive Tool 

 

 It must be borne in mind that Spinoza’s Compendium grammatices linguae hebraeae clearly served 

as a Hebrew grammar, first and foremost. That is, its primary point was almost certainly to facilitate 

                                                 
339 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 5, 282-283 (ET 173). At the same time, it should be 

noted that Spinoza argued, earlier in the same paragraph, that would-be biblical interpreters must investigate “the 

nature and properties of the language in which the books of Scripture were written, and which their Authors were 

accustomed to speak.” 
340 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 11, 296-299 (ET 180). 
341 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 12, 298-299 (ET 180). Earlier, Curley translated 

Spinoza’s Latin “integram” as “complete,” but here translates “perfectam” as “complete.” Michael Silverthorne and 

Jonathan Israel translated “integram” as “perfect” and “perfectam” as “fully.” See Spinoza, Theological-Political 

Treatise, ed. Jonathan Israel, trans. Michael Silverthorne and Jonathan Israel (Cambridge University Press, 2007), 

106. 
342 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, VII, no. 12, 298-299 (ET 180).  
343 Spinoza, Tractatus theologico-politicus, no. VII, no. 14, 302-303 (ET 182). 
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grasping the fundamentals of Hebrew grammar for his circle of friends, to aid them in their understanding 

of the Bible.344 Where he could, Spinoza hoped to provide the proper interpretation of Hebrew expressions 

in the Old Testament, and, he believed, undergirding the New Testament.345 Beyond this, however, it 

appears that Spinoza hoped as well that his Compendium could serve as a tool of modernity, as a corrosive 

to dissolve trust in the Bible as Scripture, as a theological wellspring. It seems that Spinoza’s Compendium 

was inextricably bound to his Tractatus theologico-politicus and his modern project.346 Spinoza’s work in 

biblical criticism was inextricably bound to his political program, his hope to free philosophers from the 

dangers of theocracy, especially that of Dutch Calvinists, but also in the Jewish community, and Catholic 

regions of Europe, or anywhere that linked Church and state.347 

Spinoza began his work by setting his Compendium apart from prior grammars. He emphasized 

that most prior grammars pertained to the Hebrew of the Bible, and thus were Scriptural grammars, whereas 

his Compendium was intended to be a grammar of the Hebrew language, as a living and evolving language, 

even though it was no longer a spoken language.348 The Bible was an ossified partial record of the Hebrew 

language of biblical times, and one that had in fact been tampered with by the later imposition of vowel 

pointing. Thus, much of the original vocabulary, and much of the original living language, and probably 

literature as well, was necessarily lost.349 Spinoza wrote, “For, in a word, there are many who have written 

a grammar of the Scriptures, but none who have written a grammar of the Hebrew language.”350 

                                                 
344 On this fundamental point see Inja Stracenski, “Spinoza’s Compendium of the Grammar of the Hebrew 

Language,” Parrhesia 32 (2020): 122-144, at 130; and the translator’s notes (IT 120n265). 
345 Israel, Spinoza, 1080.  
346 González Diéguez, “Spinoza and the Grammar of the Hebrew Language,” 484; and Stracenski, 

“Spinoza’s Compendium,” 134 and 141. 
347 See Israel, Spinoza, 648-683 for Spinoza’s immediate political context.  
348 Israel, Spinoza, 1077; Stracenski, “Spinoza’s Compendium,” 132; Martine Pécharman, “Loin de Port-

Royal: Le statut linguistique de l’hébreu dans le Compendium grammatices linguae hebraeae de Spinoza,” in 

Spinoza, Philosophe Grammarien, ed. Baumgarten, Rosier-Catach, and Totaro, 223-272, at 231; González Diéguez, 

introducción, 13-14; Klijnsmit, “Vossius, Spinoza, Schultens,” 147-148; and Philippe Cassuto, Spinoza hébraïssant. 

L’hébreu dans le “Tractatus theologico-politicus” et le “Compendium grammatices linguae hebraeae” (Peeters, 

1999), 16, 19, 22, and 123. Jonathan Israel explains Spinoza’s critique of other grammars: “What was chiefly wrong 

with the grammarians of the past . . . causing rare usages constantly to be wrongly classified as exceptions or 

irregularities when they were not, as with passive verbs and actions, was preoccupation with composing grammars 

of the actual Scriptures as an imagined linguistic unity rather than thinking historically and writing a grammar of the 

evolving Hebrew language from which the Scriptures sprang” (Spinoza, 1077). Spinoza would even, “reconstruct 

analogous verbal forms based on hapax legomena or rare verbal forms. He does not doubt that his reconstructions 

had been existent; only, they are not found in the Scriptures, no wonder, since the Bible represents a small portion of 

Hebrew as it actually was spoken,” as Klijnsmit points out (“Vossius, Spinoza, Schultens,” 150). On this last point, 

see also (IT 189) and the translator’s comments (IT 189n460). 
349 Israel, Spinoza, 1079.  
350 Spinoza, Compendium grammatices linguae hebraeae, VII, 24.10-12, 310. Here, the English translation 

is my own, but compare with ET 604. I think the Spanish and Italian editions are closer to the Latin than Shirley’s 

English translation (SP 87 and IT 76). Spinoza later contrasts his grammar with all prior grammars as grammars of 

Scripture (the prior grammars) instead of being grammars of the Hebrew language itself (as he stylizes his 

grammar). See Spinoza, Compendium grammatices linguae hebraeae, XVII, 72.8-9, 358 (ET 642). Jacques 

Rozenberg points out, however, that Spinoza is not precisely correct here; Mosheh Raphael Aguilar had produced a 
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Jonathan Israel explains further:  

His notion of biblical Hebrew as a set of incidental snapshots in time recording ancient 

Israelite Hebrew’s long evolutionary process, even if only fragmentary, was pivotal to 

Spinoza’s conclusions because, as he saw it, much depends on how one understands the 

ancient Hebrews to have meant their words and phrases in particular periods and how 

exactly post-Babylonian Captivity editors developed, misunderstood, and mangled earlier 

suppositions and beliefs.351 

Spinoza argued, likely inspired by the reception of Elias Levita’s work, that the Hebrew language was 

completely corrupted.352 Spinoza had a copy of Levita’s influential grammar, including a Latin translation 

by Sebastian Münster, in his library.353 Levita had argued for the late creation of vowel-pointing in the 

Hebrew of the Bible, that such were the later additions of the Masoretes and thus a merely human 

development. Buxtorf, in fact, took up pen to argue against Levita.354 

One area Spinoza emphasized is the ambiguity of ancient Hebrew precisely because it had no vowel 

pointing.355 Consider Spinoza’s comments, “For it appears that the Hebrews were not by any means strongly 

moved to avoid ambiguity, a thing which I could demonstrate with many examples, except that I judge this 

superfluous.”356 Spinoza emphasized throughout the many confusions in the Hebrew text of the Old 

Testament.357 With regard to the regular substitution of letters that sound alike throughout the Hebrew Bible, 

Spinoza wrote, “The reason for this, I think, is that the Scriptures were written by men of various dialects, 

and that now the dialects are not recognizable, namely from which tribe this or that dialect originated.”358 

                                                 
grammar of Hebrew (1660) as a language beyond simply biblical Hebrew. See Rozenberg, “Spinoza’s 

Compendium,” 346. 
351 Israel, Spinoza, 1077. 
352 Israel, Spinoza, 1076 and 1079; and Pécharman, “Loin de Port-Royal,” 225. It should be noted, 

however, that Spinoza nowhere explicitly cites Levita, though Levita was on Spinoza’s bookshelf in his personal 

library. On the reception of Levita in this context, see Deena Aranoff, “Elijah Levita: A Jewish Hebraist,” Jewish 

History 23, no. 1 (2009): 17-40. 
353 Elia Levita, Grammatica Hebraea Eliae Levitae Germani, per Sabastianum Munsterum uersa & iam 

ultima manuscholijs illustrata. Index copiosus iam recens adiectus. Item Institutio elementalis in eandem linguam, 

ex Eliae uarijs libellis concinnat, iam denuo plurimum aucta. Quibus omnibus & tabula coniugationum pulchre 

explicata accessit (Froben, 1537). Apparently Spinoza’s edition was from 1543. 
354 On Levita see especially Pierre Gibert, L’invention critique de la Bible XVe – XVIIIe siècle (Gallimard, 

2010), 237-245; and Gérard E. Weil, Élie Lévita. Humaniste et massorète (1469-1549) (Brill, 1963), 10-13 and 222-

231 (on Münster’s translation of Levita’s work), 95-110, 156-166, and 254-271 (on Levita’s work on Hebrew 

grammar), 197-247 (for situating Levita in the context of humanism and the recovery of Hebrew), and 286-343 (for 

Levita’s study of the Massorah). Although dated, Weil’s more than 400 pages remain an important starting point for 

any biography of Levita. On Buxtorf’s critique of Levita see, e.g., Grafton and Weinberg, Johann Buxtorf, 178-211. 
355 Israel, Spinoza, 1076.  
356 Spinoza, Compendium grammatices linguae hebraeae, XI, 50.27-30, 336 (ET 625). 
357 Spinoza, Compendium grammatices linguae hebraeae, VIII, 26.26-28, 312 (ET 606). 
358 Spinoza, Compendium grammatices linguae hebraeae, II, 4.9-11, 290 (ET 590). 
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One consistent tactic Spinoza used in his Compendium, was to reconstruct what he believed to be 

the original Hebrew, even when what he asserted were later corruptions were far more commonly used 

throughout the Hebrew Bible. Perhaps the clearest example of this is when Spinoza used the Hebrew אישים 

(“men”) as the plural form of איש (“man”), instead of the far more common plural אנשים (“men”).359 In the 

modern Spanish edition of Spinoza’s Compendium, the editor includes the following comment on this 

passage: “Spinoza opts for indicating the regular plural of איש as אישים, despite the plural אנשים being much 

more common. We see in this preference Spinoza’s rejection of any anomaly or exception in the 

language.”360 

Spinoza engaged in the polemic charge against what he took to be the Pharisaic and later rabbinic 

tampering with the biblical Hebrew text subverting the original meaning of numerous passages.361 

Guadalupe González Diéguez argues that Spinoza’s critique of the Pharisees and Sadducees was really a 

thinly veiled critique of his contemporary Jewish grammarians from the Sephardic Amsterdam community 

from which Spinoza came.362 In his critique of these grammarians, Spinoza stated: 

Because the grammarians did not understand this they considered many words to be 

irregular which according to the usage of the language are most regular, and they were 

ignorant of many things which are necessary to know for a proper understanding of the 

language.363 

Spinoza thus desacralized the Hebrew language. Jonathan Israel mentions the implications of 

Spinoza’s desacralizing Hebrew for the wider desacralizing of Scripture:  

Spinoza’s purpose is to prove the utterances of Old Testament prophets, despite their aura 

of being holy visions, enigmas, and parables, actually contain nothing elevated or divine, 

their use of language reflecting just everyday expressions of the common people of their 

time designating commonplace things.364 

As was the case with his Tractatus theologico-politicus, Spinoza’s Compendium was not intended to be a 

merely intellectual product, but rather one with political action in mind. Spinoza hoped his circle of friends 

would wield this grammar as a theo-political weapon in the Dutch Republic’s theo-political turmoil. With 

                                                 
359 Spinoza, Compendium grammatices linguae hebraeae, IX, 36.9, 322 (ET 612). 
360 SP 101n1 (English translation is my own).  
361 Israel, Spinoza, 1076; and González Diéguez, introducción, 14-16.   
362 González Diéguez, introducción, 15-16. 
363 Spinoza, Compendium grammatices linguae hebraeae, V, 17.7-10, 303 (ET 599). 
364 Israel, Spinoza, 1080. On this point see also Pina Totaro, “Le Compendium grammatices linguae 

hebraeae dans le contexte des oeuvres de Spinoza,” in Spinoza, Philosophe Grammarien, ed. Baumgarten, Rosier-

Catach, and Totaro, 63-89, at 73; and David Lemler, “L’Abrégé de grammaire de Spinoza ou le paradoxe de la 

«langue du nom»,” in Spinoza, Philosophe Grammarien, ed. Baumgarten, Rosier-Catach, and Totaro, 207-222, at 

211-212.  
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his Compendium, “Spinoza utilized all the dimensions of his revisionist approach to Hebrew studies to drive 

against contemporary theology and religious authority.”365 

Spinoza’s Tractatus theologico-politicus demanded an exacting knowledge of the original Hebrew 

as essential for understanding the Bible. Proper biblical interpretation remained unattainable, according to 

Spinoza, without this perfect knowledge of Hebrew. Spinoza’s Compendium, however, underscored from 

the outset that such a quest was impossible because of the corrupted and helplessly fragmentary nature of 

the Hebrew language of the Bible that had survived to the present.366 Martine Pécharman explains that, for 

Spinoza, “the history of Scripture must consist primarily in a history of the language used in its redaction, 

the language in use by the authors of the biblical texts.”367 But, according to Spinoza, this was impossible. 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

Ultimately, Spinoza’s Compendium grammatices linguae hebraeae was left uncompleted, riddled 

with typos and errors.368 Spinoza’s Compendium was intended not only as a Hebrew grammar, but would 

become another tool, a solvent, Spinoza hoped to employ in his modern project bent on dissolving Scripture, 

leaving it bereft of any authority. Jonathan Israel’s assessment is correct:  

Spinoza’s goal, rather, was to turn the “sacred language” into a desacralizing tool and 

integral component of his own agenda to deconstruct the entire edifice of religious tradition 

and theological dogma, built, in his view, on misconstruing words and phrases of 

Scripture.369  

By means of his Compendium, Spinoza hoped not only to provide the rudiments of the Hebrew language 

for his circle of friends, so they could better understand the Bible, but also to further his own hermeneutical 

revolution. Yirmiyahu Yovel writes that, for Spinoza, biblical exegesis was “an offensive weapon . . . 

biblical hermeneutics is an aggressive activity, offering the philosopher a mode of involvement in the social 

and cultural processes of his time.”370 This was equally true of Spinoza’s Hebrew grammar. Spinoza hoped 

to demonstrate to his audience that the knowledge of Hebrew, so far as it was attainable, and within those 

limits, was able to disenchant the Bible of its supernatural elements, desacralizing Scripture. More than 

                                                 
365 Israel, Spinoza, 1083.  
366 Israel, Spinoza, 1076-1077 and 1079; Pécharman, “Loin de Port-Royal,” 223-225 and 228; and 

Stracenski, “Spinoza’s Compendium,” 134 and 139. 
367 Pécharman, “Loin de Port-Royal,” 224 (English translation is my own). 
368 Licata, “La Nature de la langue hébraïque,” 52; and Proietti, “Emendazioni alla Grammatica Ebraica 

Spinoziana,” 25-56, for the numerous textual errors. Spinoza ended his grammar prematurely at chapter 33: Spinoza, 

Compendium grammatices linguae hebraeae, XXXIII, 109-112, 395-398 (ET 673-675). 
369 Israel, Spinoza, 1083. 
370 Yirmiyahu Yovel Spinoza and Other Heretics II: The Adventures of Immanence (Princeton University 

Press, 1989), 11.  
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this, through his off-handed comments, and methodological principles—even the way he distinguished his 

grammar from contemporary and prior grammars—Spinoza desired to show how the requisite complete 

grasp of the Hebrew language of biblical times was a hopeless quest, doomed to failure.371  
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Introduction 

Musical performance has long been recognised as a medium through which cultural memory, 

identity and historical experience are embodied and transmitted across generations. Beyond its 

aesthetic dimensions, performance functions as a form of cultural communication in which 

inherited traditions, collective memories and social identities are negotiated within specific 

historical and political contexts. For Jewish musicians, whose artistic practices have developed 

within diverse diasporic communities shaped by migration, persecution, resilience and cultural 

continuity, performance frequently carries meanings that extend beyond the interpretation of 

musical works. Vocal style, repertoire, language, ritual traditions and embodied performance 

practices often express forms of tacit cultural knowledge that are acquired through lived 

experience rather than formal instruction. These dimensions of performance become 

particularly significant when artists perform in environments where identity itself becomes 

subject to political interpretation. 
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In recent years, international cultural life has been increasingly influenced by political 

polarisation, rising antisemitism, cultural boycotts and intensified public debate surrounding 

the Israeli Palestinian conflict. Artists identified as Jewish or Israeli have experienced protests, 

performance disruptions, institutional pressure, cancellations and demands to publicly declare 

political positions before participating in cultural events. While these developments have 

generated considerable discussion within media, cultural institutions and political discourse, 

comparatively little scholarly attention has been devoted to understanding how such conditions 

affect the lived experiences of Jewish musicians themselves. Existing research has explored 

cultural memory, diaspora, artistic identity and the politics of performance independently, yet 

few studies have examined how these perspectives intersect within the everyday realities of 

professional musical practice under conditions of political contestation. 

This article addresses that gap by examining how Jewish musicians transform implicit cultural 

memory into explicit public performance while negotiating increasing political scrutiny in 

international performance settings. Building upon Michael Polanyi's concept of tacit 

knowledge, Jan Assmann's theory of cultural memory, scholarship in diaspora studies and 

contemporary performance theory, the article investigates how embodied artistic knowledge 

becomes publicly visible and politically interpreted. Rather than treating musical performance 

solely as artistic expression, the study argues that performance constitutes a dynamic process 

through which inherited cultural memory is communicated, negotiated and, under particular 

political conditions, contested. 

The central research question guiding this study however is How do Jewish musicians 

transform implicit cultural memory into explicit public performance under conditions of 

political contestation and increasing public scrutiny? 

To address this question, the article adopts a qualitative autoethnographic methodology that 

combines systematic reflection on fifteen years of professional artistic practice with 

documentary evidence and broader cultural analysis. The empirical material comprises 

reflective performance journals, field notes, participant observations, professional interactions 

and publicly documented incidents involving Jewish and Israeli affiliated musicians between 

2010 and 2025. Thematic analysis is employed to identify recurring patterns across these 

materials, enabling personal experience to be interpreted within wider social, cultural and 

political developments. By positioning lived artistic experience as a legitimate source of 

scholarly inquiry, the study seeks to illuminate dimensions of cultural performance that remain 

difficult to capture through surveys, interviews or quantitative measures alone. 

The article identifies three interrelated processes that characterise contemporary experiences 

of Jewish musicians performing internationally. First, artistic identity increasingly becomes 

politicised before performance begins, with musicians frequently perceived through national, 

ethnic or ideological ideas rather than as individual artists. Second, forms of tacit cultural 

knowledge embedded within repertoire, language, vocal practice and embodied performance 

become transformed into explicit public symbols through audience interpretation and political 

context. Third, repeated encounters with protest, exclusion, institutional pressure and public 

hostility contribute to the development of distinctive forms of artistic resilience, in which 

continued performance itself becomes an expression of cultural continuity and ethical 

commitment. 
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The contribution of this article is threefold. Empirically, it provides original qualitative 

evidence drawn from long-term professional experience, offering insight into the everyday 

realities of Jewish musicians performing in politically contested environments. 

Methodologically, it demonstrates the value of autoethnography as an approach for 

investigating the relationship between embodied artistic practice and broader social processes. 

Theoretically, it integrates perspectives from cultural memory studies, performance studies, 

diaspora studies and tacit knowledge theory to explain how cultural identities are enacted, 

negotiated and transformed through live musical performance. 

 

 

 

Rather than portraying Jewish musicians solely as passive subjects of discrimination or 

political conflict, the article argues that performance remains an active site of cultural agency. 

Although political hostility may alter the meanings attached to artistic practice, it does not erase 

the capacity of performance to sustain cultural memory, facilitate ethical encounter and 

encourage dialogue across social and political boundaries. By examining the intersection of 

lived experience, artistic identity and public performance, this study contributes to broader 

debates concerning cultural transmission, identity politics, artistic freedom and the role of 

performance within increasingly polarised societies. 

 

Literature Review 

Cultural Memory, Tacit Knowledge and Musical Performance 

Musical performance has long been understood as more than the technical reproduction of a 

musical score. Within performance studies, musicians are increasingly viewed as bearers of 

embodied cultural knowledge whose artistic practices transmit historical memory, identity and 

social values across generations. Rather than existing solely within written texts or archival 

records, cultural memory is enacted through bodily practices, ritual, language, repertoire and 

artistic interpretation. For performers, knowledge is therefore not only cognitive but embodied, 

acquired through repeated participation in musical traditions and sustained engagement with 

cultural communities. 

Michael Polanyi's concept of tacit knowledge provides an important theoretical foundation for 

understanding this process. Polanyi's assertion that "we know more than we can tell" highlights 

that much human knowledge cannot be fully articulated through language but is instead 

expressed through practice, intuition and experience. Musical performance exemplifies this 

form of knowing. Technical mastery, stylistic interpretation, expressive phrasing and 

emotional communication are developed through prolonged participation rather than explicit 

instruction alone. Musicians therefore embody knowledge that often exceeds verbal 

explanation. 

This embodied understanding complements Jan Assmann's theory of cultural memory, which 

distinguishes between communicative memory transmitted through everyday interaction and 

cultural memory preserved through ritual, artistic practice, and symbolic representation. 
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Performance occupies a unique position within this framework because it transforms inherited 

traditions into contemporary acts of communication. Each performance simultaneously 

preserves cultural continuity and allows traditions to acquire new meanings within changing 

historical circumstances. Consequently, musical performance represents a dynamic process 

through which communities continually reinterpret their cultural inheritance rather than merely 

reproducing the past. 

Together, tacit knowledge and cultural memory provide a conceptual assumption for 

understanding how artistic practice functions as a medium of cultural transmission. For 

musicians, inherited traditions are expressed through repertoire, vocal style, gesture, linguistic 

expression and interpretative choices that frequently remain implicit until they become publicly 

visible during performance. Under conditions of political conflict or heightened public 

scrutiny, however, these embodied practices may become subject to ideological interpretation, 

transforming implicit cultural knowledge into explicit political symbolism. 

Jewish Musical Practice and Diasporic Identity 

Jewish musical traditions provide a particularly rich context for examining the relationship 

between cultural memory and performance. Throughout centuries of migration, displacement 

and cultural adaptation, Jewish communities developed diverse musical practices that 

preserved religious, linguistic and historical continuity despite changing geographical and 

political environments. Liturgical chant, cantorial traditions, klezmer, Sephardic song and 

contemporary concert repertoire each reflect different historical experiences while contributing 

to a broader framework of diasporic cultural identity. 

Diaspora scholarship has emphasised that Jewish identity has historically been maintained not 

through territorial continuity alone but through portable cultural practices. Boyarin argues that 

Jewish communities developed interpretative traditions that enabled cultural continuity across 

multiple societies without dependence upon a single geographical homeland. Music occupies 

an important position within this process because it preserves memory through embodied 

performance rather than written documentation alone. Melodies, vocal techniques, ritual 

practices and communal performance traditions therefore function as repositories of collective 

historical experience. 

At the same time, Jewish identity cannot be understood as a homogeneous category. 

Contemporary Jewish communities encompass considerable diversity with respect to ethnicity, 

nationality, religious practice, language, political orientation and musical tradition. Individual 

musicians negotiate multiple identities simultaneously as artists, citizens, members of religious 

or secular communities and participants in international cultural networks. Recognising this 

diversity is essential for avoiding essentialist interpretations that reduce artistic practice to fixed 

expressions of collective identity. 

Performance studies offer an important corrective by emphasising that identity is continually 

negotiated rather than simply inherited. Artistic identity emerges through interaction between 

performers, audiences, institutions and broader social contexts. Consequently, Jewish musical 

performance should not be viewed solely as the expression of predetermined cultural identity 

but as an evolving practice through which belonging, memory and artistic agency are 

continuously reconstructed. 

Performance, Politics and Public Visibility 
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Performance has never existed independently of political and social contexts. Cultural 

institutions, concert halls, festivals and public performances frequently become spaces in which 

wider social conflicts are expressed and negotiated. While artistic performance may aspire to 

transcend political divisions, audiences, media and institutions often interpret artistic activity 

through prevailing ideological frameworks. 

Recent scholarship examining the relationship between culture and politics has highlighted the 

increasing visibility of artists within contemporary public discourse. Social media, digital 

communication and twenty-four-hour news cycles have intensified public scrutiny of 

performers, making artistic identity more immediately accessible and politically interpretable 

than in previous decades. Musicians are increasingly expected to respond publicly to political 

events, while cultural institutions themselves face growing pressure regarding programming 

decisions, institutional partnerships and artistic collaborations. 

These developments have become particularly evident in debates surrounding cultural 

boycotts. Supporters frequently argue that cultural institutions cannot remain politically neutral 

and that artistic engagement inevitably reflects broader structures of power. Conversely, critics 

maintain that artistic exchange represents an important space for dialogue, mutual 

understanding, and intercultural communication that should not be restricted by political 

exclusion. This debate reflects broader tensions concerning the relationship between artistic 

freedom, ethical responsibility, and political activism. 

For Jewish and Israeli-affiliated musicians, these tensions frequently become personalised. 

Public discussions surrounding geopolitical conflict may result in artists being perceived 

primarily through assumptions regarding nationality, ethnicity, or religion rather than through 

their artistic practice. Consequently, musical performance may become interpreted as symbolic 

political representation irrespective of the performer's individual intentions. Such conditions 

fundamentally reshape the relationship between artistic identity and public reception. 

Autoethnography and Artistic Research 

Investigating these experiences requires methodological approaches capable of capturing the 

relationship between lived experience and wider cultural processes. Autoethnography has 

emerged as an important qualitative methodology for examining phenomena in which personal 

experience intersects with broader social, political, and cultural structures. Rather than treating 

subjective experience as anecdotal, contemporary autoethnographic scholarship argues that 

systematic reflexive analysis can generate valuable insights into collective social realities. 

Within artistic research, autoethnography is particularly well suited to investigating 

performance because artistic knowledge is frequently embodied, situated and experiential. 

Musicians routinely acquire forms of tacit understanding that cannot be fully documented 

through interviews or questionnaires alone. Reflexive engagement with rehearsal processes, 

concert performance, audience interaction and professional practice therefore provides access 

to dimensions of artistic experience that remain inaccessible through many conventional 

research methods. 

Importantly, contemporary autoethnography extends beyond personal narrative. Rigorous 

autoethnographic research combines reflexive documentation with systematic analysis, 

theoretical interpretation and engagement with external sources. Through triangulation 

between personal experience, documentary evidence, and existing scholarship, researchers are 
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able to situate individual experiences within broader cultural and political developments while 

maintaining methodological transparency. 

Research Gap 

Although substantial scholarship exists on cultural memory, diaspora, tacit knowledge, 

performance studies and contemporary antisemitism, relatively few studies have examined 

how these perspectives intersect within the lived experiences of Jewish musicians performing 

internationally under conditions of political contestation. Existing research has tended to 

privilege theoretical analysis, institutional perspectives or political discourse, while 

comparatively little attention has been given to the embodied experiences of performers 

themselves. 

This article addresses that gap by integrating theories of tacit knowledge, cultural memory, 

diaspora and performance with empirical evidence derived from long-term autoethnographic 

research. By examining how political contestation shapes artistic practice, public visibility and 

the performance of cultural identity, the study contributes original qualitative evidence to 

ongoing debates concerning artistic freedom, cultural transmission and the relationship 

between performance and contemporary political conflict. 

 

 

 

 

 

Methodology 

Research Design 

This study adopts a qualitative autoethnographic research design to examine how Jewish 

musicians negotiate artistic identity, cultural memory and public visibility within contemporary 

international performance environments characterised by political contestation. 

Autoethnography was selected because the research question concerns the intersection of lived 

artistic experience and wider social, cultural, and political processes. Rather than treating the 

researcher's experiences as anecdotal evidence, the study employs systematic reflexive analysis 

to examine how individual experiences illuminate broader patterns affecting Jewish musicians 

performing internationally. 

Following Ellis, Adams, and Bochner (2011), autoethnography is understood as a qualitative 

methodology that combines autobiographical experience with cultural analysis. Within artistic 

research, this approach is particularly valuable because musical knowledge is largely 

embodied, experiential and context dependent. Performance is not only a technical activity but 

also a social practice through which identity, memory and cultural belonging are enacted and 

interpreted. Consequently, the researcher's lived experiences provide an important source of 

empirical evidence for understanding processes that are often inaccessible through interviews, 

surveys or documentary analysis alone. 
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The study is informed by an interpretivist epistemology, recognising that knowledge is socially 

situated and constructed through interaction between individuals, institutions and cultural 

contexts. The objective is therefore not statistical generalisation but the development of 

analytical insight into how political developments shape artistic practice and the public 

interpretation of Jewish identity within international cultural settings. 

Researcher's Positionality 

The author's dual role as both researcher and professional musician is central to the 

methodological design. Over a professional career spanning more than fifteen years, the author 

has performed as a soloist and ensemble musician across Europe, the Middle East, Africa and 

Asia, collaborating with orchestras, opera companies, festivals, universities and cultural 

organisations. These professional engagements have provided sustained opportunities to 

observe interactions between artistic performance, institutional practices, audience reception 

and broader political developments. 

Rather than attempting to eliminate subjectivity, the study adopts reflexivity as a 

methodological strength. Throughout the research process, the author maintained a reflexive 

awareness of how personal experiences, professional identity, cultural background and 

emotional responses influenced both data collection and interpretation. Reflexive writing 

accompanied the documentation of performances and professional encounters, enabling initial 

impressions to be revisited critically during the analytical process. This approach recognises 

that knowledge generated through artistic practice is situated while remaining capable of 

contributing to broader scholarly understanding. 

Data Corpus 

The empirical material analysed in this study was collected longitudinally between 2010 and 

2025 and consists of six complementary sources of qualitative evidence. 

The primary dataset comprises reflective performance journals and field notes recorded before, 

during and immediately after concerts, rehearsals, tours, educational projects and professional 

meetings. These records document artistic preparation, audience interaction, institutional 

responses, emotional reflection and observations concerning the relationship between artistic 

identity and public reception. 

A second source consists of participant observations recorded during professional engagements 

across multiple international cultural contexts. These observations include rehearsal processes, 

public performances, backstage interactions, institutional communication and informal 

conversations with conductors, fellow musicians, artistic directors, festival organisers, 

educators, audience members and cultural practitioners. 

Third, the study incorporates documented professional incidents involving discrimination, 

protest activity, performance disruption, institutional pressure, cancellation of artistic 

engagements and other experiences directly affecting the author's professional practice. These 

incidents were documented contemporaneously whenever possible and subsequently compared 

with similar publicly reported events. 

Fourth, documentary materials were collected from publicly available reports, policy 

statements, media coverage, institutional announcements and publications addressing 
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antisemitism, cultural boycotts, artistic freedom and controversies involving Jewish or Israeli 

affiliated artists. 

Finally, archival and scholarly sources relating to Jewish musical traditions, diaspora, cultural 

memory and performance studies provide theoretical context through which empirical 

observations are interpreted. 

The integration of these complementary datasets allows triangulation between personal 

experience, documentary evidence and broader cultural developments, thereby strengthening 

the analytical credibility of the study. 

 

 

 

Case Selection 

Year Country Incident Type 

2025 France 
Protesters set off flares and smoke bombs during an Israel 

Philharmonic Orchestra concert in Paris. 

2025 Poland 
Activists threw red paint onto the stage during a performance by David 

D’Or in Warsaw. 

2025 Belgium 
A Flemish festival dropped a German orchestra over concerns 

regarding its Israeli conductor (Lahav Shani) 

2024–

2026 
Europe 

Calls to boycott Israel’s participation in the Eurovision Song Contest 

over the war in Gaza. In 2026, five countries (Spain, Ireland, Slovenia, 

Iceland, and the Netherlands) did not participate. 

2024 Netherlands 
Two concerts by the Jerusalem String Quartet scheduled at the 

Concertgebouw in Amsterdam were cancelled due to planned protests. 

2024 Poland 
A Jewish Festival concert in Kraków was cancelled over security fears 

linked to unrest in the Middle East. 

2023 
United 

Kingdom 

Leading artists criticised the Barbican Hall’s collaboration with the 

Israeli Embassy for a concert by the Jerusalem Orchestra East West. 

2022 Australia Boycott of the Sydney Festival due to Israeli funding. 

2019 Norway 

A boycott campaign against Yaniv D’Or and Ensemble NAYA, linked 

to military service issues, led to the cancellation of a concert tour in 

Bergen. 

2015 Spain 
A Spanish festival dropped U.S. singer Matisyahu after he refused to 

express views on the Israel–Palestine conflict. 
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Year Country Incident Type 

2013 Spain 

The Galician Education and Culture Council objected to peace activist 

Achinoam Nini because of her alleged “sympathies to military 

Zionism.” 

2013 South Africa 

An Israeli Opera performance featuring Yaniv D’Or at the Lyric 

Theatre in Johannesburg was targeted with stink bombs and stage 

protests. 

2012 
United 

Kingdom 

Protesters disrupted performances by Israel’s Batsheva Dance 

Company during the Edinburgh Festival. 

2011 
United 

Kingdom 

Protests disrupted a Proms concert by the Israel Philharmonic 

Orchestra at the Royal Albert Hall in London. 

2010 
United 

Kingdom 

Protesters disrupted a live BBC Radio 3 broadcast of the Jerusalem 

String Quartet at Wigmore Hall in London. 

 

In addition to personal experiences, the study examines documented incidents involving Jewish 

and Israeli affiliated musicians between 2010 and 2025. Cases were identified through 

systematic review of publicly available reports, institutional statements, media documentation, 

professional networks and the author's own observations. 

To ensure methodological consistency, incidents were included only when they met four 

selection criteria: 

 the event involved Jewish or Israeli affiliated musicians, ensembles, festivals or cultural 

institutions; 

 there was documented evidence of protest, boycott, cancellation, institutional pressure or 

disruption affecting artistic activity; 

 sufficient independent documentation was available to verify the event 

 The incident directly related to the research question concerning the politicisation of artistic 

identity within international performance contexts. 

The resulting corpus does not claim to represent every documented incident during the study 

period. Instead, it constitutes a purposive sample selected to illustrate recurring patterns across 

different countries, artistic disciplines and institutional settings. The cases are analysed 

comparatively to identify common forms of political contestation and their implications for 

artistic practice. 

Data Analysis 

The empirical material was analysed using thematic analysis following the six phase 

framework developed by Braun and Clarke (2006). Analysis proceeded iteratively through 

repeated engagement with the complete dataset rather than as a linear process. 
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The first stage involved familiarisation with the material through repeated reading of field 

notes, reflective journals, observational records and documentary sources. During this phase, 

preliminary analytical memos were recorded to capture recurring observations and potential 

conceptual relationships. 

In the second stage, descriptive codes were assigned to meaningful segments of text. Coding 

focused on experiences relating to artistic identity, cultural memory, public visibility, audience 

reception, institutional behaviour, discrimination, resilience, performance practice and 

emotional responses. 

The third stage involved comparing and consolidating related codes into broader conceptual 

categories. Through constant comparison across personal narratives, observations and 

documentary evidence, recurring patterns became apparent across multiple contexts. 

The final analytical framework comprised three overarching themes: 

 Politicisation of Artistic Identity, examining how musicians became publicly 

identified through ethnic, religious or national categories before artistic engagement 

occurred; 

 From Implicit Cultural Memory to Explicit Performance, exploring how embodied 

cultural knowledge became publicly interpreted through political and ideological 

frameworks. 

 Artistic Resilience and Cultural Continuity, analysing how musicians responded to 

experiences of exclusion, hostility and institutional pressure while maintaining 

professional and cultural commitments. 

Throughout analysis, emerging interpretations were continually compared across different data 

sources to strengthen analytical consistency and minimise reliance upon isolated experiences. 

Trustworthiness 

Several strategies were employed to enhance the trustworthiness of the research. 

First, methodological triangulation combined reflective journals, participant observations, 

documentary evidence, media reports and archival materials to corroborate emerging patterns. 

Second, the longitudinal nature of the dataset, spanning fifteen years of professional practice, 

reduced the likelihood that findings reflected isolated events or exceptional circumstances. 

Third, reflexive memo writing was maintained throughout the research process to distinguish 

descriptive observations from subsequent analytical interpretation. 

Fourth, emerging themes were continuously compared with existing scholarship in cultural 

memory studies, performance studies, diaspora studies and qualitative research to ensure 

theoretical coherence. 

Rather than pursuing statistical reliability, the study seeks analytical credibility by 

demonstrating that interpretations are grounded consistently within multiple forms of empirical 

evidence. 
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Ethical Considerations 

The research addresses politically sensitive topics involving discrimination, identity and 

international cultural relations. Ethical considerations therefore informed every stage of the 

research process. 

Where experiences involved identifiable colleagues, institutions or audience members, 

anonymity has been preserved unless incidents had already entered the public domain through 

documented reporting. Reflective narratives focus on the researcher's own experiences while 

avoiding unnecessary attribution of motives to other individuals. 

The study recognises the diversity of political, religious and cultural perspectives within Jewish 

communities, artistic institutions and international audiences. Consequently, the purpose of the 

research is not to generalise about particular groups but to investigate recurring patterns 

affecting artistic practice within specific professional contexts. 

Limitations 

As an autoethnographic study, the research is grounded primarily in the experiences of a single 

researcher-practitioner. The findings should therefore be interpreted as analytical rather than 

statistically representative. Experiences of Jewish musicians differ according to nationality, 

musical genre, institutional context, political orientation, gender and personal biography. 

Nevertheless, the value of autoethnography lies precisely in its ability to illuminate processes 

that remain difficult to observe through conventional research methods. By combining long-

term professional experience with systematic qualitative analysis and documentary evidence, 

the study offers original insight into the relationship between cultural memory, artistic identity 

and political contestation within contemporary international musical performance. 

 

Findings: 

The findings demonstrate that contemporary political contestation fundamentally reshapes 

the relationship between musical performance, cultural memory and artistic identity. 

While previous scholarship has established that performance serves as a medium for 

transmitting cultural memory and embodied knowledge, this study reveals that political context 

has become a decisive factor in determining how performances are interpreted. Rather than 

being evaluated primarily as artistic practice, performances by Jewish musicians are frequently 

understood through political frameworks, creating a significant disconnect between artistic 

intention and public reception. As a result, artistic identity is increasingly negotiated not only 

through musical expression but also through externally imposed assumptions regarding 

ethnicity, religion, nationality and geopolitical affiliation. 

A central contribution of this study is the demonstration that tacit artistic knowledge becomes 

politically visible under conditions of heightened scrutiny. Extending Polanyi's concept of tacit 

knowledge, the findings show that embodied practices, including repertoire selection, vocal 

expression, stylistic interpretation, ritual performance and accumulated artistic expertise 

acquire meanings beyond the intentions of performers. What musicians experience as artistic 

or cultural expression may be interpreted by audiences and institutions as explicit political 

symbolism. This transformation highlights that performance is co-produced through the 
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interaction between performers, audiences, institutional settings and wider political narratives 

rather than through artistic intention alone. 

The study further demonstrates that cultural memory is not simply preserved through 

performance but actively reconstructed in response to contemporary political realities. 

Supporting Assmann's conception of cultural memory as a dynamic process, the findings show 

that musical performance functions as a site where inherited traditions are continually 

renegotiated. Rather than serving as passive repositories of historical memory, performances 

become spaces in which the meanings of history, identity and belonging are reinterpreted 

within changing political contexts. 

Another major finding is that diasporic identity remains central to understanding contemporary 

Jewish musical practice. Participants consistently described navigating multiple professional, 

cultural and personal identities, yet public responses frequently reduced these complex 

identities to simplified political categories. This demonstrates that the negotiation of belonging 

continues to define diasporic experience and that contemporary performance environments 

often intensify these identity negotiations rather than transcend them. 

Perhaps the study's most significant empirical finding is that the politicisation of artistic 

identity frequently occurs before performance even begins. Participants repeatedly 

encountered situations in which artistic work was judged according to assumptions about 

national or ethnic affiliation instead of artistic quality. This finding substantially advances 

performance studies by demonstrating that political expectations shape audience engagement 

before a single note is performed, transforming concert halls, rehearsal spaces and festivals into 

symbolic arenas where wider geopolitical conflicts are enacted. 

Importantly, the findings also reveal that political contestation does not solely produce 

vulnerability but can also strengthen resilience. Although experiences of protest, exclusion, 

institutional pressure and public hostility affected professional practice and personal well-

being, many musicians responded by reaffirming their commitment to artistic integrity and 

cultural continuity. Continued performance therefore emerged not as an act of political activism 

but as an expression of professional responsibility, cultural preservation and resilience. These 

finding challenges simplified assumptions that public expressions of Jewish identity are 

inherently political. 

Methodologically, the study demonstrates that autoethnography provides a uniquely valuable 

approach for examining embodied artistic practice. By integrating reflective practice, 

documentary evidence and thematic analysis, the research captures emotional, relational and 

tacit dimensions of musical performance that remain largely inaccessible through conventional 

methods. This methodological approach strengthens the credibility of the findings while 

illustrating how individual artistic experience can illuminate broader social and political 

processes. 

Collectively, these findings make three principal contributions. Empirically, the study offers 

one of the few sustained qualitative investigations of the lived experiences of Jewish musicians 

performing internationally during a period of heightened political polarisation. Theoretically, 

it extends scholarship by integrating tacit knowledge, cultural memory, diaspora and 

performance studies to explain how artistic identity is negotiated when performance becomes 

entangled with political conflict. Methodologically, it demonstrates the capacity of rigorous 
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autoethnography to generate substantive insights into the relationship between embodied 

artistic practice and wider cultural processes. Overall, the findings establish that musical 

performance should be understood not merely as artistic expression but as a dynamic social 

practice through which cultural memory, identity, resilience and ethical engagement are 

continually negotiated within contested political landscapes. 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion 

The findings demonstrate that the relationship between musical performance, cultural memory 

and artistic identity has become increasingly shaped by contemporary political contestation. 

While previous scholarship has established that performance functions as a vehicle for 

transmitting cultural memory and embodied knowledge, this study shows that political 

environments profoundly influence how such performances are interpreted. The empirical 

material indicates that Jewish musicians frequently experience a disconnect between artistic 

intention and public reception, with audiences, institutions and media often interpreting 

performance primarily through political rather than aesthetic frameworks. Consequently, 

artistic identity is no longer negotiated solely through musical practice but also through 

externally imposed assumptions concerning ethnicity, religion, nationality and geopolitical 

affiliation. 

This observation extends Polanyi's concept of tacit knowledge by demonstrating that embodied 

artistic knowledge acquires additional meanings when performed in politically contested 

environments. Polanyi argued that individuals possess forms of knowledge that cannot be fully 

articulated through language but are expressed through practice, intuition and embodied action. 

Within musical performance, such knowledge is manifested through repertoire selection, vocal 

production, stylistic interpretation, ritual practice and accumulated artistic experience. The 

findings suggest that these forms of tacit knowledge become increasingly explicit under 

conditions of political scrutiny. Elements that performers regard as artistic or cultural 

expression may be interpreted by audiences as political symbols, irrespective of the musician's 

intentions. The transformation from implicit to explicit performance therefore emerges not 

simply through artistic communication but through the interaction between performer, 

audience, institutional context and prevailing political narratives. 

The study also contributes to scholarship on cultural memory by illustrating how memory is 

continually reconstructed through performance rather than merely preserved. Assmann 

conceptualises cultural memory as a dynamic process sustained through ritual, symbolic 

practice and collective participation. The present findings support this perspective while 

demonstrating that contemporary political conflict reshapes the social meanings attached to 

cultural performance. Rather than functioning solely as repositories of inherited tradition, 

performances become sites in which historical memory is renegotiated in response to present-

day political realities. This process highlights the adaptive nature of cultural memory and 
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underscores the importance of performance as an active rather than passive form of cultural 

transmission. 

The experiences documented in this study further reinforce the significance of diaspora as a 

framework for understanding Jewish musical practice. Jewish musical traditions have 

historically developed within communities characterised by migration, displacement and 

cultural adaptation. The findings indicate that this diasporic condition remains relevant in 

contemporary international performance contexts, where musicians often navigate multiple and 

sometimes competing identities simultaneously. Professional artists may identify primarily as 

musicians, educators or cultural ambassadors, yet public responses frequently reduce these 

complex identities to simplified political categories. The resulting tension illustrates how 

diasporic identity continues to involve the negotiation of belonging across diverse social and 

cultural environments. 

A particularly significant finding concerns the politicisation of artistic identity before 

performance itself begins. Participants in the documented events—including the author as 

researcher-practitioner—frequently encountered situations in which artistic work was 

evaluated through assumptions about national or ethnic affiliation rather than through artistic 

merit. Such experiences demonstrate that political contestation increasingly precedes aesthetic 

engagement. In these circumstances, the concert hall, rehearsal studio, and festival venue 

become spaces in which broader geopolitical conflicts are enacted symbolically. This finding 

contributes to performance studies by demonstrating that the social meanings of artistic 

performance are shaped not only by the performance itself but also by expectations and 

narratives that audiences bring into the performance space. 

The findings also illuminate the complex relationship between vulnerability and resilience. 

Experiences of protest, exclusion, institutional pressure and public hostility undoubtedly 

affected professional practice and emotional well-being. However, rather than leading 

uniformly to withdrawal from public performance, many documented experiences reveal 

processes of adaptation and resilience. Continued artistic practice frequently became 

understood as an affirmation of cultural continuity rather than as an explicitly political act. This 

distinction is important because it challenges simplistic interpretations that equate all public 

expressions of Jewish identity with political activism. For many musicians, continuing to 

perform represented a commitment to artistic integrity, professional responsibility and cultural 

preservation rather than participation in partisan political discourse. 

The analysis further demonstrates the value of autoethnography for investigating embodied 

artistic practice. Many dimensions of musical performance including emotional preparation, 

audience interaction, professional relationships and tacit forms of knowledge are difficult to 

observe using conventional research methods alone. By combining long-term reflective 

practice with documentary evidence and thematic analysis, the study captures aspects of artistic 

experience that are often absent from institutional or policy-based research. Autoethnography 

therefore contributes not merely personal testimony but a systematic means of examining how 

broader social phenomena become embodied within everyday artistic practice. The integration 

of multiple qualitative data sources strengthens the credibility of these interpretations while 

illustrating the methodological potential of reflexive artistic research. 

At the same time, the findings should be interpreted within the limitations of the research 

design. Autoethnography privileges depth over breadth and does not seek statistical 
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generalisation. The experiences documented here reflect one researcher's professional 

trajectory within particular musical and institutional contexts. Jewish musicians are neither 

culturally nor politically homogeneous and experiences of political contestation vary 

considerably according to nationality, genre, institutional setting and individual biography. 

Consequently, the findings should be understood as analytically transferable rather than 

universally representative. Future research incorporating comparative autoethnographies, 

interviews with performers from diverse backgrounds and cross-cultural case studies would 

further strengthen understanding of how political conflict influences artistic practice across 

different musical traditions. 

Despite these limitations, the study makes several original contributions. Empirically, it 

provides one of the few sustained qualitative examinations of the lived experiences of Jewish 

musicians performing internationally during a period of heightened political polarisation. 

Methodologically, it demonstrates the capacity of autoethnography to generate rigorous 

insights into the relationship between embodied artistic practice and wider cultural processes. 

Theoretically, it integrates tacit knowledge, cultural memory, diaspora and performance studies 

to explain how artistic identity is negotiated when performance becomes entangled with 

contemporary political conflict. Collectively, these contributions suggest that musical 

performance should be understood not only as artistic expression but also as a dynamic social 

practice through which cultural memory, identity and ethical engagement are continually 

negotiated within changing political landscapes. 

 

Conclusions 

This study set out to examine how Jewish musicians transform implicit cultural memory into 

explicit public performance under conditions of increasing political contestation and public 

scrutiny. Drawing on a qualitative autoethnographic methodology that combined fifteen years 

of reflective artistic practice with documentary evidence and thematic analysis, the research 

explored the intersection of embodied musical knowledge, cultural memory, artistic identity 

and contemporary political conflict. By situating lived artistic experience within broader 

theoretical perspectives from performance studies, cultural memory studies, diaspora studies 

and theories of tacit knowledge, the article contributes new empirical insight into an area that 

has received limited scholarly attention. 

The findings demonstrate that musical performance is not merely an aesthetic activity but a 

dynamic process through which cultural memory is embodied, communicated and publicly 

interpreted. Under conditions of political polarisation, artistic identity may become politicised 

before performance even begins, with musicians frequently perceived through assumptions 

about nationality, ethnicity or religion rather than through their artistic practice. In such 

contexts, forms of tacit cultural knowledge embedded in repertoire, vocal expression, 

performance practice and artistic interpretation become transformed into explicit public 

symbols whose meanings are negotiated by audiences, institutions and the wider political 

environment. 

At the same time, the study shows that political contestation does not simply constrain artistic 

expression. The empirical evidence suggests that experiences of exclusion, protest, institutional 

pressure, and public hostility may also reinforce musicians' commitment to cultural continuity 
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and artistic integrity. For many performers, continued participation in international musical life 

represents neither political activism nor withdrawal from public engagement, but an 

affirmation of artistic practice as a means of preserving cultural memory, fostering dialogue, 

and maintaining professional identity in increasingly polarised environments. Performance 

therefore emerges as both a site of vulnerability and a space of resilience, where inherited 

traditions are continually reinterpreted in response to contemporary social realities. 

Methodologically, the research demonstrates the value of autoethnography for investigating 

embodied artistic knowledge and professional practice. Musical performance involves 

emotional, physical and relational dimensions that are often inaccessible through conventional 

qualitative methods alone. By integrating reflective journals, field observations, professional 

experiences, documentary sources and thematic analysis, the study illustrates how systematic 

reflexivity can generate rigorous scholarly insight into the lived realities of artistic work. The 

findings also demonstrate the importance of triangulating personal narratives with 

documentary evidence and existing scholarship to strengthen analytical credibility and situate 

individual experience within broader cultural and political processes. 

The study likewise contributes to ongoing theoretical debates by integrating Polanyi's concept 

of tacit knowledge with Assmann's theory of cultural memory and contemporary scholarship 

on diaspora and performance. Rather than viewing these theoretical perspectives 

independently, the article demonstrates how they converge within the everyday experiences of 

professional musicians whose performances become sites where embodied knowledge, 

historical memory and public identity intersect. In doing so, the study extends existing 

scholarship by showing that the transformation of implicit cultural knowledge into explicit 

performance is shaped not only by artistic intention but also by the social and political contexts 

in which performance is received. 

Several limitations should nevertheless be acknowledged. As an autoethnographic 

investigation, the research reflects the experiences of a single researcher-practitioner and 

therefore does not claim statistical representativeness. Jewish musicians perform within diverse 

cultural, geographical, institutional and political contexts, and their experiences inevitably vary 

according to individual biography, musical genre, and professional setting. Future research 

could build upon this study through comparative autoethnographies, collaborative qualitative 

research involving performers from different backgrounds or mixed-method investigations 

combining interviews, ethnographic observation and audience studies. Such research would 

further illuminate how political conflict influences artistic practice across a wider range of 

cultural traditions and performance contexts. 

Ultimately, this article argues that understanding musical performance requires greater 

attention to the lived experiences of performers whose artistic identities are increasingly shaped 

by political realities beyond their control. At a time when cultural exchange is frequently 

challenged by ideological division, artistic performance remains a vital space in which 

memory, identity and humanity are communicated across social and political boundaries. By 

demonstrating how implicit cultural memory is transformed into explicit public performance, 

this study contributes to broader debates concerning artistic freedom, cultural transmission, 

identity politics and the enduring role of music as a medium of dialogue, resilience and ethical 

encounter in contemporary society. 
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1. Introduction 

The study of the Silk Road has undergone substantial historiographical revision in recent 

decades, shifting away from earlier linear or state-centered models of exchange toward 

network-based and mobility-oriented frameworks. Within this reconfiguration, trade is 

increasingly understood not merely as the movement of commodities, but as a broader vector 

of social, linguistic, and textual circulation. Yet, while the economic and material dimensions 

of Silk Road connectivity have been extensively explored, the role of merchant diasporas as 

agents of textual transmission remains comparatively underexamined, particularly in relation 

to Jewish communities operating within these transregional environments, not to be 

underestimated in modern times either.372 In particular, works by Valerie Hansen (2012) and 

Étienne de la Vaissière (2005) have emphasized the importance of decentralized commercial 

actors and intermediary groups in structuring long-distance exchange across Eurasia. While 

scholarship on Jewish trade networks has been extensively developed for the Mediterranean 

context373, their positioning within Silk Road systems has received less systematic treatment, 

especially from the perspective of manuscript culture and textual mobility. Important 

contributions also exist in Russian, Hebrew, Chinese, and other regional scholarly traditions, 

particularly concerning Central Asian history, Dunhuang studies374, and Jewish communities in 

Inner Asia, although the present study primarily engages with the Anglophone literature to 

develop a coherent analytical framework. Not to underestimate is their environment in the 

Central Asian states before, during and after the Soviet era. In 1168, the renowned medieval 

Jewish traveler Benjamin of Tudela wrote that 50,000 “Israelites” resided in Samarkand, and 

after 1991 most of them left the newly independent state of Uzbekistan.375 

This article examines the role of Jewish merchant diasporas in the circulation and transmission 

of texts across Central Eurasian trade networks between the sixth and thirteenth centuries CE. 

More specifically, it asks how Jewish merchant communities contributed to the mobility of texts 

and what their documentary practices reveal about the relationship between commerce, 

multilingualism, and the circulation of knowledge across the Silk Roads. Rather than proposing 

a continuous or institutionally unified “Silk Road Judaism,” it adopts a fragmented and 

network-oriented approach that situates Jewish actors within broader commercial ecologies 

characterized by linguistic diversity and institutional plurality. The analytical focus of this study 

                                                 
372 Kowner 2023. 
373 Goitein 1967–1993; Trivellato 2019. 
374 Chunakova 2022; Rong 2026. 
375 Cooper 2020. Regarding the long historical tradition of Jews in Central Asia: Shterenshis 2002; Elnazarov 

2023, 48. 
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is textual mobility, understood as the movement, adaptation, and recontextualization of written 

materials across linguistic and cultural boundaries. This approach builds on recent 

developments in manuscript studies and material philology, which emphasize the 

embeddedness of texts within social and economic environments rather than treating them as 

autonomous carriers of meaning.376 Within this framework, written documents are not merely 

reflections of communication but active components of commercial practice. Rather than 

viewing textual mobility simply as a by-product of commerce, this article argues that written 

communication constituted one of the essential infrastructures through which long-distance 

exchange itself became possible. Jewish participation in these networks is approached through 

the lens of diasporic embeddedness in late antique and early medieval commercial systems, 

particularly those of the Parthian, the Sasanian, and post-Sasanian worlds.377 These 

environments were characterized by multilingual interaction, in which Aramaic-derived 

traditions, Middle Persian, Sogdian, and later Arabic coexisted as functional media of 

communication. In such contexts, textual practices were inherently adaptive and shaped by the 

pragmatic demands of trade and administration. In this context, the Sogdians proved to be 

particularly flexible and adaptable, which is also reflected in proper names that varied 

depending on the linguistic environment.378 The comparison with Sogdian merchant 

communities employed throughout this article therefore serves not as evidence of institutional 

equivalence but as a heuristic framework for identifying broader structural characteristics 

shared by long-distance merchant diasporas, including multilingual communication, 

documentary flexibility, and decentralized networks of trust. 

Although direct written evidence for Jewish textual production in many regions of the Silk 

Roads remains fragmentary, comparative material from Central Asian commercial cultures 

suggests that multilingual scribal practices and documentary hybridity were widespread among 

merchant communities.379 This comparative framework allows for a cautious reconstruction of 

Jewish engagement with similar communicative environments, without assuming institutional 

continuity or uniformity. Methodologically, this comparative perspective allows the 

fragmentary Jewish evidence to be interpreted within wider structures of Eurasian connectivity 

while avoiding assumptions of ethnic uniformity or institutional continuity. The objective is 

therefore not to reconstruct a single Jewish trading network but to explore how documentary 

                                                 
376 Bloom 2001; Khan 2013. 
377 Daryaee 2009; Shaked 2003. 
378 Lurje 2010, esp. 10–11. 
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practices embedded within merchant diasporas contributed to broader systems of 

communication across the Silk Roads. 

Finally, the absence of clearly identifiable Jewish texts in well-documented corpora such as in 

the Mogao Caves of Dunhuang (Gansu Province in China)380 with few exceptions, underscores 

both the fragmentary nature of the surviving record and the importance of comparative analysis 

across adjacent manuscript cultures. Initially, there were some expectations, as the assumed 

Hebrew texts in Dunhuang called “prayer of repentance” (P. 1412) found by Pelliot.381 This 

paper fragment dated to the 8th–9th century CE consists of a Seliḥa prayer predominantly based 

on the Psalms, in an alphabetical acrostic structure, with 18 lines of text in Hebrew with vowel 

signs of the so-called Babylonian syllable system. These features are particularly noteworthy – 

on the one hand, the spread of Jewish writing traditions far east of the classical Jewish 

settlement area, and on the other hand, the aforementioned supralinear vowel signs, which 

originate from the Babylonian-Jewish tradition of Mesopotamia and differ from the later 

dominant Tiberian system.382 This suggests a connection to Jewish scholarly networks in the 

Iranian-Mesopotamian region.383 However, it turned out that some fragments from the 

Dunhuang collections, described as possibly Hebrew or Jewish, were inaccurate. Many 

fragments were tiny, and others entered collections in London, Paris, or St. Petersburg early on 

and were inadequately catalogued. Furthermore, fragments written in Semitic scripts, such as 

Hebrew, Aramaic, or certain Syriac scripts, can easily be confused. Therefore, some supposedly 

Jewish fragments were later re-evaluated or even discarded. Numerous documents, on the other 

hand, were attributed to the so-called Nestorian tradition, that is, the Church of the East (see 

FN 13). It used Syriac, which, like Hebrew, is a Semitic language and is written in a script that 

appears similar to non-specialists. In some early identifications, it later turned out that the pieces 

were more likely Christian Syriac than Jewish.384 Another discussion concerns possible Judeo-

Persian texts, being Persian written with Hebrew letters – thus not being a linguistic variety of 

                                                 
380 Whitfield 2004; Rong 2013. 
381 Doumy 2021, 9; Koller 2024; Bibliothèque nationale de France, Département des Manuscrits, Hébreu 1412 

(formerly Pelliot hébreu 1. A photograph regarding the object: Collection object "Pelliot hébreu 1" • Juaeo-Persian 

document from Dunhuang – International Dunhuang Programme 
382 Khan 2021, 26–27. 
383 Chen 2012, 7; Pourshariati 2014. 
384 Regarding Christian texts in the region of Turpan in Xinjiang: Dickens 2013, 5–8. Moreover, worth to mention 

is the famous so-called Nestorian stele, erected in 781 CE in the capital of the Tang Dynasty – Xi´an. It documents 

the history of the East Syriac (often referred to as “Nestorian”) Church in China since the arrival of the missionary 

Alopen in 635. The text is predominantly in Chinese, but also includes Syriac passages and lists of names, 

demonstrating the close connection between Chinese and Syriac Christian traditions. The stele is one of the most 

important sources for the so-called Jingjiao (“Luminous Religion”) in China. It shows how Christian terms and 

teachings were adapted to Chinese religious and philosophical concepts and provides valuable information about 

the cultural and linguistic exchange processes along the Silk Road. Johnson 2017. 
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Persian but different types of Persian language written in Jewish script.385 It should be noted 

that that early (pre-Mongol) Judeo-Persian386 differs significantly from Classical Persian and 

preserves important evidence for the development of Early New Persian as well as the history 

of Jewish communities in Iran and Afghanistan.387 Late (post-Mongol) Judeo-Persian, by 

contrast, is largely identical to Classical Persian apart from its use of the Hebrew script. Such 

texts are well known from Central Asia. 

Worth to mention are generally the so-called “Judeo-Persian letters from Khotan”. They 

constitute a small and fragmentary corpus of early commercial documents from the southern 

Tarim Basin. Written in Hebrew script, these texts preserve an early form of Middle Iranian or 

incipient New Persian and display significant linguistic hybridity, including Sogdian lexical 

and structural influence. Yoshida interprets this phenomenon not as scribal inconsistency388, 

but as evidence of a multilingual mercantile environment in which Sogdian still functioned as 

a dominant lingua franca of Silk Road trade, even as early Persian varieties were beginning to 

emerge as written norms. The use of Hebrew script reflects a scribal convention of Jewish 

merchant communities operating within Iranian-speaking commercial networks, rather than the 

existence of a distinct Jewish spoken language. In this sense, the letters represent a transitional 

linguistic stage in the early eighth century, corresponding to both the gradual Persianization of 

Central Asia and the continued vitality of Sogdian as a trade language in long-distance exchange 

systems.389 One assumed example in the same region is a letter with 37 lines found by Aurel 

Stein in Dandan-Uiliq close to Khotan (BL OR 8212/166)390 and dated to 718 was in Persian 

language but written in Hebrew script, by a Jewish merchant who had gone bankrupt while 

doing business in Khotan. He addressed a friend in Tabaristan on the south end of the Caspian 

Sea, asking for his assistance in dealing with some inferior sheep which he had purchased.391 

Another very informative letter is the so-called Dandān-Uiliq II, probably written in the 8th or 

9th century CE.  It starts with greetings and then reports on a series of gifts, goods, and payments 

that have been sent to various individuals and officials. These items appear to include luxury 

goods, textiles, and other valuable commodities, suggesting the involvement of long-distance 

trade networks. The letter also mentions several named people and discusses financial 
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obligations and exchanges. Hereby, also the political circumstances can be observed: In a later 

section, the author advises the recipients to treat the daughter of a local landowner (a dehqān) 

kindly and respectfully. The letter then turns to political and military news from the region, 

especially concerning Kashgar and the conflict between local powers and the Tibetans. 

According to the report, the Tibetans had recently suffered a major defeat, with many being 

killed or captured. The author also mentions contributions made to support military activities. 

Because the end of the document is lost, the full purpose and conclusion of the letter remain 

unknown.392 Nevertheless, it provides valuable evidence about the economic life, social 

relations, and political circumstances of Silk Road communities, as well as the development of 

Persian during the transition from Middle Persian to New Persian. Rather than treating this 

absence as evidence of non-participation, it is interpreted here as a methodological constraint 

that necessitates indirect reconstruction through parallel textual environments. By situating 

Jewish merchant diasporas within these broader structures of Central Eurasian exchange, this 

article contributes to ongoing debates on diaspora as a historical category, the relationship 

between commerce and literacy, and the role of intermediary groups in premodern information 

networks.393 Against this background, the present study asks how documentary practices, 

multilingual communication, and material conditions shaped the circulation of texts within the 

commercial networks of Central Eurasia, and what this reveals about Silk Road connectivity 

through the activities of Jewish merchant diasporas. To answer this question, the contribution 

proceeds from the historical contexts of Jewish merchant activity to the communicative, 

linguistic, material, and interreligious conditions that collectively shaped textual mobility 

across Central Eurasia. Rather than treating these themes separately, each chapter examines one 

dimension of the broader infrastructures that enabled long-distance connectivity across the Silk 

Roads. 

More broadly, the evidence discussed here suggests that Jewish merchant communities should 

not be understood merely as another commercial group operating along the Silk Roads. Rather, 

they provide a particularly valuable perspective from which to examine how information, trust, 

and written communication circulated within decentralized networks of long-distance 

exchange. The significance of the surviving sources therefore lies not only in documenting the 

presence of Jewish merchants across Central Eurasia, but also in illuminating the 

communicative infrastructures that enabled trade itself. By focusing on textual mobility rather 

than solely on commercial activity, this article argues that merchant diasporas contributed to 
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the circulation of knowledge as well as commodities, thereby refining current understandings 

of Silk Road connectivity beyond purely economic models. 

 Jewish Diasporas in the Commercial Networks of Central Eurasia   

The historical conditions for Jewish participation in long-distance commercial exchange across 

Central Eurasia are most securely grounded in the social and economic structures of the late 

antique Near East, particularly within the Sasanian and post-Sasanian worlds. Scholarship on 

Sasanian Iran has emphasized the extent to which its imperial economy was characterized by 

interconnected urban centers, agricultural surplus systems, and long-distance trade routes 

linking Mesopotamia with the Iranian plateau and beyond.394 Jewish communities in 

Mesopotamia and western Iran were embedded within these structures and participated in a 

variety of economic activities, including commerce, craft production, and administrative 

functions. While the sources do not support the reconstruction of a unified or institutionally 

coordinated “Jewish trade network,” rabbinic and documentary traditions nevertheless indicate 

the presence of mobile commercial actors operating within multilingual environments in which 

Aramaic and Middle Persian functioned as practical media of communication.395 These western 

zones of Jewish settlement provided an important socio-economic background for later forms 

of diasporic mobility.396 Rather than representing isolated enclaves, they should be understood 

as nodes within broader regional exchange systems that facilitated both local and long-distance 

trade. From the perspective of this study, the importance of these communities lies less in 

demonstrating the existence of a distinct Jewish commercial system than in identifying the 

social conditions under which documentary practices became embedded in long-distance 

exchange. Multilingual urban environments, commercial mobility, and the coexistence of 

different legal and administrative traditions created circumstances in which written 

communication became an increasingly important instrument for maintaining trust, transmitting 

information, and coordinating transactions across geographical distance. This socio-economic 

setting provides the essential background for the textual evidence discussed in the following 

sections. 

Some historical accounts suggest that Jews arrived in the Caucasus following the Babylonian 

and Roman exiles, settling along the shores of the Black Sea, the Kolkhetian Valley, and 
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migrating from Persian lands to North Caucasus and Central Asia.397 Worth to mention is the 

Khazar Khaganate, a powerful semi-nomadic empire that dominated large parts of the Pontic–

Caspian steppe between the seventh and tenth centuries CE.398 Situated between the expanding 

Byzantine Empire to the west and the Abbasid Caliphate to the south, the Khazar state occupied 

a strategic position along major trade routes linking Northern Europe, Central Asia, the 

Caucasus, and the Near East. Its rulers developed a sophisticated political system that enabled 

the kingdom to serve as an intermediary between diverse cultural, religious, and economic 

spheres.399 One of the most remarkable aspects of Khazar history is the reported conversion of 

the ruling elite – and possibly segments of the broader population – to Judaism, a process 

generally dated between the eighth and ninth centuries CE. Although the precise circumstances, 

extent, and chronology of this conversion remain subjects of scholarly debate, medieval 

Hebrew, Arabic, Byzantine, and Persian sources consistently attest that Judaism became 

associated with the Khazar ruling house. According to later traditions, its ruler chose Judaism 

after considering representatives of Christianity and Islam, thereby adopting a faith that allowed 

the kingdom to maintain political independence from both the Christian Byzantine Empire and 

the Muslim caliphates.400 The conversion has often been interpreted as a diplomatic and 

ideological strategy that reinforced Khazar sovereignty while facilitating the integration of 

Jewish merchants and intellectual networks operating across Eurasia. The most famous source 

relating to this episode is the correspondence between Hasdai ibn Shaprut and Joseph of the 

Khazars, in which the Khazar king presents his realm as a Jewish kingdom. Although the 

Khazar state declined during the tenth century, particularly following campaigns by Sviatoslav 

I of Kyiv, its conversion to Judaism remains one of the most distinctive episodes in medieval 

Eurasian history. The conversion has often been interpreted as one possible diplomatic and 

ideological strategy that may have reinforced Khazar sovereignty while facilitating relations 

with Jewish merchants and wider intellectual networks operating across Eurasia. However, the 

extent to which religious affiliation directly influenced commercial activity remains difficult to 

assess and continues to be debated. For the purposes of this article, the significance of the 

Khazar example lies not primarily in the question of conversion itself but in illustrating how 

political intermediaries could create environments that facilitated long-distance interaction 

between otherwise distinct cultural spheres. Whether through diplomacy, commerce, or 
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religious affiliation, such intermediary structures formed part of the wider communicative 

landscape within which Jewish merchants and their documentary practices operated. 

Further east, the commercial environments of Transoxiana and Central Asia were generally 

dominated by highly mobile merchant groups, most prominently the Sogdians, whose trading 

activities extended from Iran to northwestern China. Sogdian mercantile practices have been 

extensively documented in both textual and archaeological sources, demonstrating the 

importance of multilingual competence, flexible commercial organization, and adaptive scribal 

practices in sustaining long-distance exchange.401 Within this broader mercantile ecology, 

evidence for Jewish participation is significantly more fragmentary. Direct textual attestations 

remain limited, as the examples before confirmed, and the surviving record does not permit 

reconstruction of continuous settlement patterns. Nevertheless, indirect references preserved in 

later documentary traditions, alongside comparative evidence from Jewish diasporic contexts 

in adjacent regions, suggest that Jewish merchants may have operated within overlapping 

circuits of exchange, particularly in zones where Iranian, Sogdian, and Turkic commercial 

spheres intersected. An important find context is the Afghan Geniza402, containing hundreds of 

manuscripts from the 11th to 13th centuries in caves in northern and central Afghanistan.403 It 

represents the largest known collection of original Jewish documents from this region. Over 

80% of the documents are administrative records and daily life: letters, promissory notes, 

contracts, ledgers, lists, and legal deeds. In addition, there are religious texts, prayers, biblical 

fragments, commentaries, and literature. The documents are written in Hebrew, Aramaic, 

Arabic, Persian, and Judeo-Persian. The collection therefore offers one of the rare contemporary 

insights into the everyday social, commercial, and documentary practices of a Jewish 

community operating within the wider Silk Road environment.404 Also, at Bamiyan – famous 

for the Buddha statues destroyed by the Taliban – Judeo-Persian letters were found.405 Taken 

together, these materials illustrate that Jewish documentary culture along the Silk Roads 

extended far beyond religious literature. The predominance of letters, contracts, accounts, and 

legal documents demonstrates that written communication formed an integral component of 

everyday commercial life. Rather than merely recording exchange, these texts constituted 

practical instruments through which merchants negotiated obligations and coordinated 

activities across geographically dispersed networks. The Afghan Geniza therefore provides one 
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of the clearest windows into the documentary practices that underpinned Jewish participation 

in wider Eurasian exchange. 

Methodologically, this situation requires a careful distinction between attested presence and 

structurally inferred participation. While Sogdian material provides a robust empirical 

foundation, Jewish engagement in similar environments must be approached through 

comparative reconstruction rather than direct documentary continuity. The Sogdian case is 

particularly valuable not as a direct analogue but as a comparative model for understanding the 

structure of merchant diasporas in Central Eurasia. Studies of Sogdian commercial activity 

demonstrate how long-distance trade relied on multilingual communication, decentralized trust 

networks, and the circulation of written documentation across culturally diverse 

environments.406 Rather than assuming equivalence between different diasporic groups, this 

comparative approach highlights shared structural conditions of mercantile mobility. These 

include the necessity of written documentation for maintaining trust over distance, the 

pragmatic acquisition and adaptation of multiple languages,407 and the integration of scribal 

practices into everyday commercial activity. Such conditions created environments in which 

textual production and circulation were inseparable from economic exchange. The comparison 

with Sogdian merchant communities is therefore heuristic rather than evidential. It is intended 

not to demonstrate identical institutions or commercial organizations, but to illuminate the 

shared communicative, documentary, and material conditions under which different merchant 

diasporas operated. 

The extension of Jewish commercial activity toward the eastern reaches of the Silk Roads, 

including regions associated with later Chinese Jewish communities Youtai 犹太 (probably 

from “ye-hu-da” or “ya-hu-di”, a term introduced to China by Christian missionaries during the 

first half of the 19th century) such as Kaifeng, remains chronologically and structurally 

complex.408 Although Jewish communities are securely attested in China from the Song period 
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onward, the available evidence does not support the reconstruction of a continuous eastward 

expansion of Jewish merchant networks from Mesopotamia through Central Asia into China.409  

Rather, the Kaifeng community should be understood within the broader context of multiple 

and overlapping processes of long-distance mobility, migration, and regional interaction, whose 

precise historical trajectories remain only partially recoverable. Accordingly, the eastern 

evidence is best interpreted not as proof of a single linear movement across Eurasia but as one 

possible outcome of the wider commercial and communicative environments that characterized 

the Silk Roads. The modest direct written evidence for Jewish textual activity in regions such 

as Dunhuang further underscores the fragmentary character of the surviving record. Rather than 

indicating the absence of Jewish participation, this uneven documentation highlights the 

methodological necessity of cautious comparative interpretation and reinforces the central 

argument of this study: that textual mobility along the Silk Roads can often be reconstructed 

only by combining direct documentary evidence with broader structural patterns of 

communication and exchange. What we do have, is the Staël-Holstein Manuscript dated to 925 

CE, a scroll written in both Khotanese and in Tibetan, records names of the peoples occupying 

the area in the Western Corridor to the Tarim Basin, including the term sahûtta interpreted410 

as a Khotanese word for Jew411; regarding Chinese terms for Jew transcribed from Arab-Persian 

names, ibd.). Taken as a whole, the evidence assembled here suggests that Jewish participation 

in the commercial world of Central Eurasia is best understood through patterns of 

embeddedness rather than through the reconstruction of a single, coherent trading network. 

Although the surviving documentation remains uneven, the available sources consistently point 

toward multilingual communication, documentary flexibility, and participation in wider 

commercial environments shared with other merchant diasporas. This historical context forms 

the basis for the following chapters, which examine how textual mobility emerged not as an 

incidental by-product of commerce but as one of the mechanisms through which long-distance 

exchange itself was sustained. 

 Trade and Mobility  

Long-distance trade in Central Eurasia was not limited to the exchange of commodities but 

constituted a broader system of communication in which written materials played an integral 

role. Recent scholarship has emphasized that Silk Road trade should be understood as a 
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networked process involving the simultaneous movement of goods, people, and information.412 

Within this framework, textual production was not external to trade but structurally embedded 

in it. This part therefore shifts the focus from the historical presence of Jewish communities to 

the communicative mechanisms through which long-distance commerce was organized. Rather 

than treating texts merely as historical sources, it examines them as functional components of 

commercial practice. Correspondence, accounting practices, and contractual documentation 

accompanied economic transactions and enabled coordination across spatially dispersed 

networks. As has been shown in Silk Road historiography, these networks depended on 

decentralized mechanisms of communication that integrated written documentation into 

everyday commercial practice.413 Merchant communities in Central Eurasia operated within 

decentralized yet highly effective infrastructures of exchange. These networks relied heavily 

on interpersonal trust, reputation, and written verification rather than formal bureaucratic 

control. Literacy in such contexts extended beyond elite scribal cultures into pragmatic 

commercial usage, where writing functioned as an operational tool of trade.414 Sogdian 

mercantile documentation demonstrates how multilingual competence and adaptive scribal 

practices were structurally integrated into commercial organization. Letters, contracts, and 

memoranda were routinely produced in forms that reflected both regional conditions and 

transactional needs.415 This indicates a flexible scribal environment in which textual production 

was shaped by economic necessity rather than institutional standardization. 

The significance of these observations extends beyond the history of literacy itself. They 

demonstrate that written communication was not an auxiliary feature of Silk Road commerce 

but one of the practical mechanisms through which geographically dispersed exchange became 

possible. Documentary practices reduced uncertainty, facilitated coordination, and created 

durable commercial relationships across political, linguistic, and cultural boundaries. The value 

of this comparison lies not in demonstrating that Jewish and Sogdian merchants behaved 

identically, but in identifying the structural mechanisms through which documentary practices 

sustained long-distance commerce across different merchant communities. The comparison 

therefore shifts attention from ethnic or religious distinctions toward the communicative 

conditions that made Silk Road exchange possible. This perspective encourages a shift away 
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from viewing Silk Road exchange primarily through the movement of commodities toward 

understanding communication itself as a fundamental component of long-distance connectivity. 

One of the central challenges of long-distance trade was the maintenance of trust across 

geographic and cultural distance. Written documentation functioned as a stabilizing mechanism 

for commercial relationships that could not be verified through direct interaction. Letters, 

receipts, and contracts served as instruments of accountability and continuity across extended 

spatial frameworks. This documentary logic is particularly evident in Central Asian mercantile 

contexts, where written correspondence was essential for sustaining long-distance trade 

relations and coordinating dispersed commercial activity.416 Comparable mechanisms of 

documentary mediation can be inferred for other merchant groups operating under similar 

structural conditions, although direct evidence for Jewish commercial documentation in these 

regions remains limited. Written documents circulating along trade routes should be understood 

as mobile material objects rather than static carriers of fixed meaning. Manuscripts were 

frequently transported across vast distances, changing hands multiple times and being adapted 

to new communicative contexts. These processes included copying, abbreviation, translation, 

and annotation, producing layered textual artefacts that reflect successive stages of use. The 

material conditions of writing were significantly affected by the increasing availability of paper, 

which provided a lighter and more flexible medium than parchment or other traditional 

materials. Its diffusion across Central Eurasia contributed to a broader expansion of 

documentary practices and facilitated more frequent written communication across commercial 

networks.417 Taken together, these developments illustrate that the circulation of manuscripts 

cannot be separated from the circulation of commodities. Commercial exchange generated its 

own documentary culture, within which letters, contracts, and accounts became mobile artefacts 

that travelled alongside merchants and goods, continuously adapting to new social and 

linguistic environments. 

Not to be underestimated are Jewish tombs and artifacts that have been unearthed in Dunhuang, 

Luoyang, Beijing, Hangzhou and Quanzhou. All of them have been important commercial 

cities; it is highly likely that Jews were present in other commercial cities as well.418 Therefore, 

Jewish communities participated in urban environments closely associated with long-distance 

commerce. Although these finds do not in themselves document commercial activity, they 

reinforce the broader picture of Jewish integration into the urban landscapes through which Silk 
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Road exchange operated. Within this broader framework, Jewish merchant participation along 

the Silk Road must be understood as structurally embedded in the same commercial and 

documentary systems that governed other mercantile communities. Although direct manuscript 

evidence remains fragmentary, the organizational logic of long-distance trade suggests that 

Jewish merchants would have operated within comparable regimes of written communication, 

multilingual interaction, and documentary mediation. To the most important textual sources 

belongs the Muslim geographer and administrator Ibn Khordadbeh, who, around 870 CE, 

describes Jewish long-distance traders in his work Kitāb al-Masālik wa-l-Mamālik (“Book of 

Roads and Kingdoms”). Written within the administrative and geographical traditions of the 

Abbasid Caliphate, Ibn Khordadbeh’s account reflects both practical knowledge of commercial 

routes and the intellectual conventions of the intended audience. It therefore requires 

interpretation not simply as a record of historical fact, but as a situated representation of long-

distance commerce. His descriptions in Arabic are counted as the earliest written sources that 

mention Jews in China,419 naming them Radhânites. Therefore, Ibn Khordadbeh’s narrative is 

particularly significant not because it documents a uniquely Jewish trading system, but because 

it illustrates the multilingual and transregional environments within which Jewish merchants 

operated. He portrays them as multilingual merchants who traveled between Christian, Islamic, 

and Asian regions and explicitly as far as China. Rather than positing discrete or institutionally 

bounded “Jewish trade networks,” it is more analytically productive to situate Jewish actors 

within shared infrastructures of exchange characterized by fluid linguistic boundaries and 

adaptive scribal practices. This structural perspective aligns with broader models of Silk Road 

connectivity that emphasize systems rather than ethnic or religious units as primary analytical 

categories.420  

Consequently, the surviving Jewish evidence is most productively interpreted not in isolation 

but within the wider communicative environment of Central Eurasian commerce. This 

perspective shifts the analytical focus from identifying exclusively Jewish institutions toward 

understanding how merchant diasporas participated in shared systems of documentation, 

multilingual communication, and the circulation of trust. The following chapter therefore turns 

from these structural conditions to the surviving manuscript evidence itself, examining how 

such documentary practices can be observed in the preserved textual record. 
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 Multilingualism and Scribal Exchange 

If documentary practices constituted one operational foundation of Silk Road commerce, 

multilingual competence represented the communicative condition that made such practices 

possible across culturally diverse environments. The commercial landscapes of Central Eurasia 

between Late Antiquity and the early medieval period were characterized by sustained linguistic 

plurality. Merchants operating across regions such as Mesopotamia, Iran, Transoxiana, and 

northwestern China encountered environments in which no single language functioned as a 

universal medium of exchange. Instead, commercial interaction depended upon flexible 

multilingual competence shaped by regional circumstance and practical necessity.421 Within 

these environments, written communication adapted to diverse linguistic settings that included 

Aramaic-derived traditions, Middle Persian, Sogdian, Turkic languages, and later Arabic. The 

resulting documentary culture was therefore not standardized across Eurasia but structurally 

heterogeneous, reflecting the decentralized nature of Silk Road exchange systems.422 Jewish 

communities participating in these broader commercial networks operated within established 

textual traditions grounded primarily in Hebrew and Aramaic. However, diasporic conditions 

required sustained interaction with surrounding linguistic environments, particularly within 

Sasanian and post-Sasanian administrative spheres dominated by Iranian languages and, later, 

Arabic documentary practices.423 A defining characteristic of Jewish scribal culture in such 

contexts was its adaptability. While Hebrew retained liturgical and scholarly prestige, practical 

communication frequently involved additional language registers suited to commercial and 

administrative interaction. This adaptability later became especially visible in Judeo-Persian 

textual traditions, which demonstrate the integration of Persian linguistic material into Hebrew-

script documentary frameworks.424 Such polyglot adaptation should not be understood as 

evidence of cultural dissolution, but rather as a pragmatic response to participation in 

commercially and linguistically diverse environments. From the perspective of long-distance 

commerce, multilingualism was not simply a cultural attribute but an operational necessity. The 

ability to navigate different linguistic environments enabled merchants to participate in multiple 

legal, administrative, and commercial spheres simultaneously. Scribal adaptability therefore 

constituted an essential component of commercial resilience, allowing documentary practices 

to remain effective despite constantly changing political and linguistic contexts. Consequently, 

multilingualism emerges not merely as a cultural consequence of Silk Road interaction but as 
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one of the structural conditions that enabled connectivity across politically and linguistically 

fragmented regions. 

Trade routes across Central Eurasia functioned as sustained contact zones in which scribal 

traditions interacted continuously. In these environments, writing systems were not static 

cultural markers but practical instruments shaped by mobility, commerce, and mediation. 

Sogdian commercial documentation in particular demonstrates the extent to which multilingual 

and multiscript practices were embedded in mercantile organization.425 Jewish merchant 

communities operating within adjacent commercial spheres would almost certainly have 

encountered comparable pressures of adaptation. These may have included the need to 

recognize multiple scripts, employ local commercial terminology, or engage intermediaries for 

translation and documentary mediation. Comparable patterns of scribal flexibility are 

observable across other diasporic merchant communities operating under similar conditions of 

long-distance exchange.426 Importantly, such adaptations did not necessarily erase communal 

or religious distinctions. Rather, they demonstrate how textual practices could remain internally 

differentiated while simultaneously participating in broader systems of economic 

communication. This observation has broader implications for understanding merchant 

diasporas along the Silk Roads. Rather than preserving isolated textual traditions, commercial 

communities continuously negotiated between internal cultural continuity and external 

communicative demands. Scribal flexibility thus emerged not as an exception but as one of the 

normal conditions of transregional exchange. 

The emergence of Judeo-Persian textual traditions provides important evidence for the long-

term adaptability of Jewish scribal culture within Iranian-speaking environments. Although 

most surviving Judeo-Persian materials derive from the Islamic period, they nevertheless 

illustrate how Hebrew script could function as a flexible vehicle for documenting local 

linguistic realities.427 These texts reveal the existence of hybrid documentary cultures in which 

systems intersected in highly pragmatic ways. At the same time, caution is necessary when 

projecting later Judeo-Persian evidence backward into earlier Silk Road contexts. The survival 

of such materials is uneven and shaped heavily by the contingencies of preservation, 

particularly in arid manuscript environments of Central Asia. Accordingly, Judeo-Persian 

evidence should be understood not as direct proof for earlier Jewish documentary systems 

across the Silk Roads, but as an indicator of broader capacities for scribal adaptation within 
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diasporic Jewish communities. Accordingly, the significance of Judeo-Persian lies less in 

demonstrating a specifically Silk Road phenomenon than in illustrating the remarkable capacity 

of Jewish documentary culture to adapt to changing linguistic environments while maintaining 

internal textual traditions. This adaptive quality is likely to have characterized earlier, less well-

preserved phases of Jewish commercial activity as well. The coexistence of multiple linguistic 

systems within Central Eurasian trade environments created conditions in which translation, 

mediation, and documentary adaptation became structurally necessary. Texts frequently moved 

across regions in which linguistic continuity could not be assumed, requiring processes of 

transcription, abbreviation, annotation, or reinterpretation. Within such systems, merchants 

functioned not merely as carriers of commodities but also as intermediaries of written 

information. Jewish merchants participating in these environments would therefore have 

operated within broader ecologies of polyglot communication shaped by practical necessity 

rather than literary standardization. In this sense, multilingualism was not peripheral to Silk 

Road exchange but constituted one of the structural preconditions of long-distance exchange.428 

Multilingualism should therefore be regarded not merely as a background characteristic of Silk 

Road society but as one of the communicative mechanisms that enabled long-distance exchange 

to function. The continual movement of texts across linguistic boundaries required processes 

of translation, interpretation, and documentary adaptation that were as essential to commercial 

success as the movement of goods themselves. In this respect, textual mobility was inseparable 

from linguistic mobility, both of which formed integral components of the wider 

communicative infrastructures that connected Central Eurasia. 

 Materiality, Manuscripts, and Mercantile Exchange 

If the previous chapters examined the communicative and linguistic conditions of long-distance 

exchange, the present chapter turns to the material dimension of textual mobility by considering 

the physical characteristics of manuscripts and documentary media that enabled written 

communication to circulate across Eurasia. The circulation of texts across the trade networks 

of Central Eurasia cannot be understood independently of their material form. Written 

documents in premodern Eurasia were not abstract repositories of written communication, but 

physical artefacts embedded in systems of production, transport, storage, and reuse. Their 

mobility depended upon practical considerations such as durability, portability, and 

reproducibility. In commercial environments shaped by long-distance exchange, documentary 
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forms were often optimized for functional mobility. Letters, account records, inventories, and 

contractual memoranda were typically concise and materially adaptable, enabling merchants to 

transport and consult written information across extensive geographic distances. Such 

documentary practices reveal that textual transmission was inseparable from the logistical 

realities of trade itself.429 From the perspective of this study, the materiality of manuscripts is 

not merely an archaeological concern but an essential component of textual mobility. The 

physical properties of documents determined how information could be transported, preserved, 

reused, and circulated within merchant networks. Material history and communication history 

were therefore inseparable dimensions of Silk Road exchange. Accordingly, the material 

history of manuscripts becomes integral to the history of Silk Road connectivity, demonstrating 

that infrastructures of communication were as important as the infrastructures that transported 

people and goods. 

One of the most significant developments affecting textual mobility in Central Eurasia was the 

gradual diffusion of paper technologies westward from China. Compared with parchment and 

other writing surfaces, paper offered substantial advantages in terms of weight, flexibility, and 

production cost. Its wider adoption contributed to a marked expansion in documentary 

production and facilitated more sustained written communication across commercial 

networks.430 The spread of paper should not be understood merely as a technological innovation 

but as a transformation in the material infrastructure of communication. Lower production costs 

enabled greater documentary density within commercial systems, including the increased use 

of correspondence, account keeping, and transactional records. Such developments were 

particularly important in decentralized trade environments where written communication 

functioned as a substitute for direct oversight. The diffusion of paper thus altered not only the 

economics of writing but also the organizational possibilities of long-distance commerce. More 

frequent correspondence, more detailed accounting, and a greater density of documentary 

exchange fundamentally expanded the capacity of merchants to coordinate activities across 

dispersed commercial networks. Accordingly, the material history of manuscripts should be 

regarded as an essential component of Silk Road connectivity rather than as a secondary aspect 

of textual culture. 

Documents circulating along Silk Road trade routes frequently existed within conditions of 

continuous mobility and reuse. Rather than remaining static artefacts, documents were copied, 
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excerpted, annotated, abbreviated, and repurposed according to changing practical needs. These 

layered textual forms reflect the cumulative effects of movement across multiple linguistic and 

social environments. Comparable developments may also be observed in studies of Georgian 

Jewish merchant communities, which likewise illustrate the close relationship between 

documentary practice, mobility, and commercial exchange.431 Comparative manuscript 

evidence from Central Asia demonstrates that documentary practices were often highly 

pragmatic and materially adaptive. Sogdian letters and administrative documents, for example, 

reveal flexible approaches to layout, multilingual notation, and textual reuse shaped by 

commercial necessity.432 Such evidence suggests that manuscript culture in mercantile contexts 

was fundamentally dynamic rather than fixed. The initially mentioned text discoveries from 

Dunhuang provide one of the richest surviving archives for the study of textual culture along 

the eastern Silk Roads.433 The corpus includes Buddhist, Daoist, Manichaean, administrative, 

and vernacular documents preserved under unusually favorable climatic conditions.434 

Although explicitly identifiable Jewish manuscript materials are rather sparse in the Dunhuang 

archive, the site remains critically important as a comparative framework for understanding the 

broader ecology of textual circulation in Central Eurasia. The coexistence of multiple religious 

and linguistic traditions within a single documentary environment demonstrates the extent to 

which text production along the Silk Roads was embedded in plural and overlapping systems 

of communication.435 Recent scholarship has further emphasized that Dunhuang manuscripts 

should not be interpreted solely within local Chinese contexts, but as evidence of transregional 

interaction shaped by mobility, trade, and multilingual exchange.436 This broader interpretive 

framework is particularly relevant for reconstructing less well-preserved textual communities 

whose documentary traces survive only fragmentarily. The significance of Dunhuang therefore 

extends beyond the specific communities represented within its caves.437 As one of the richest 

surviving manuscript environments of Eurasia, it provides an exceptional comparative 

framework for reconstructing broader patterns of textual circulation, multilingual 

communication, and documentary practice that almost certainly characterized many less well-

preserved merchant communities as well. 
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Within this broader material environment, Jewish merchant textual practices must be 

approached through the constraints and affordances shared by other mobile mercantile 

communities. The transferability of documentary formats, the availability of paper, and the 

practical demands of multilingual trade all shaped the conditions under which Jewish merchants 

may have produced, transported, or transmitted written materials. 

The fragmentary survival of Jewish documentary evidence in Central Eurasia should therefore 

not be interpreted as evidence for absence of participation, but as a reflection of the uneven 

preservation patterns that characterize Silk Road manuscript history more generally. As 

repeatedly demonstrated, its survival is heavily conditioned by environmental and archival 

contingencies rather than by proportional historical presence.438 The available evidence 

therefore allows us to reconstruct broader documentary environments and communicative 

practices, but not complete Jewish commercial networks or continuous patterns of textual 

transmission. Distinguishing between what the evidence demonstrates and what remains 

hypothetical is essential for interpreting fragmentary manuscript traditions. Accordingly, 

Jewish merchant textuality is best understood not as an isolated phenomenon but as part of a 

broader material ecology of documentary exchange extending across Central Eurasian trade 

systems. This perspective has important methodological implications. Rather than interpreting 

the surviving Jewish manuscripts as isolated witnesses, they should be situated within the wider 

material history of documentary exchange across Eurasia. Doing so shifts attention from the 

quantity of preserved texts to the communicative functions they fulfilled, thereby reinforcing 

the central argument of this study that textual mobility constituted an integral dimension of 

long-distance commerce rather than a secondary consequence of it. 

 Interreligious Contact and Cultural Transmission 

The trade networks of Central Eurasia facilitated not only commercial exchange but also 

sustained interaction among diverse religious and intellectual traditions.439 Urban centers, 

caravan hubs, and administrative corridors along the Silk Roads functioned as contact zones in 

which Buddhist, Manichaean, Christian, Zoroastrian, Jewish, and later Islamic communities 

coexisted within overlapping social and economic environments.440 Within these settings, 

interaction did not necessarily imply doctrinal synthesis or direct theological exchange. Rather, 

religious traditions encountered one another through practical forms of coexistence shaped by 
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commerce, mobility, and shared documentary infrastructures. Textual circulation therefore 

occurred within environments characterized by multilingual communication and overlapping 

scribal systems rather than isolated confessional spheres. These interactions unfolded 

simultaneously on religious, linguistic, and documentary levels. While all three dimensions 

formed part of the historical reality of Silk Road exchange, the surviving evidence most clearly 

illuminates linguistic and documentary practices, which therefore constitute the principal 

analytical focus of this chapter. Jewish textual traditions operating within Central Eurasian trade 

environments existed alongside a wide range of neighboring manuscript cultures. As 

highlighted before, in Sasanian and post-Sasanian contexts, Jewish communities interacted with 

Iranian administrative systems, Christian textual cultures, and later Islamic documentary 

practices, all of which contributed to highly plural communicative environments.441 For 

merchant communities in particular, these interactions were often mediated through practical 

economic activity rather than formal religious discourse. Commercial correspondence, 

contracts, and transactional documentation constituted shared arenas in which multiple 

linguistic and scribal traditions intersected. The resulting forms of contact were therefore 

primarily functional and documentary rather than theological. This distinction is central to the 

present study. Rather than interpreting Silk Road connectivity primarily through the 

transmission of religious ideas, the evidence suggests that commercial interaction first created 

durable communicative environments within which texts, languages, and documentary 

practices circulated. Religious traditions participated in these shared communicative spaces 

while largely maintaining their own intellectual and confessional identities. This suggests that 

Silk Road connectivity is best understood not simply as interaction between separate traditions, 

but as the emergence of shared communicative environments within which diverse 

communities participated while preserving distinct characteristics. Consequently, the 

significance of these interactions lies less in religious convergence than in the emergence of 

shared communicative environments that connected otherwise distinct communities through 

common documentary practices. 

This distinction is important methodologically, since the surviving evidence does not support 

broad claims of direct religious borrowing or systematic intellectual exchange between Jewish 

and other Silk Road communities. Instead, the evidence points toward parallel participation 

within shared infrastructures of communication. The coexistence of multiple religious 

communities within Silk Road environments created conditions in which translation, 
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transcription, and scribal mediation became structurally necessary. Written communication 

often crossed linguistic and cultural boundaries through intermediaries capable of navigating 

multiple documentary systems. Comparative evidence from Sogdian and Central Asian 

manuscript traditions demonstrates the importance of such mediating practices in sustaining 

transregional communication.442 Merchants and scribes functioned as practical intermediaries 

within systems where multilingual literacy was economically advantageous and often 

operationally necessary. Jewish merchants participating in these exchange networks necessarily 

operated within similar communicative environments and can therefore reasonably be expected 

to have encountered comparable pressures toward documentary flexibility and scribal 

adaptation. However, such adaptation should not be interpreted as evidence of cultural 

homogenization. Rather, it reflects the pragmatic requirements of communication within 

commercially interconnected but religiously plural environments. Accordingly, interreligious 

contact should not be understood primarily as a process of theological convergence but as the 

outcome of repeated practical interaction within common commercial environments. The 

documentary record reflects this shared communicative sphere far more clearly than it does 

direct religious exchange, thereby offering a more robust basis for historical interpretation. 

The manuscript environment of Dunhuang offers one of the clearest surviving examples of the 

coexistence of multiple textual and religious traditions within a single Silk Road archive. 

Buddhist sutras, administrative records, vernacular writings, and Manichaean materials 

collectively illustrate the density and diversity of textual production in eastern Central 

Eurasia.443 Although Jewish text materials are absent from the extant Dunhuang corpus, the 

archive nevertheless provides an important comparative horizon for understanding the broader 

conditions under which textual transmission occurred across the Silk Roads. Recent scholarship 

has emphasized that Dunhuang should be interpreted not as an isolated regional archive but as 

part of wider transregional networks of mobility and communication.444 Its importance 

therefore lies not only in the texts it preserves, but also in the exceptional insight it provides 

into the mechanisms through which multilingual manuscript cultures functioned within wider 

Eurasian exchange systems. From this perspective, Dunhuang functions less as evidence for a 

particular religious community than as an exceptional comparative archive illustrating the 

communicative ecology of the Silk Roads. Its manuscript diversity demonstrates the extent to 
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which mobility, multilingualism, and documentary interaction formed the normal conditions of 

textual transmission across Central Eurasia. 

Within this comparative framework, the absence of surviving Jewish materials should be 

approached cautiously. Manuscript preservation along the Silk Roads was highly uneven and 

dependent upon environmental conditions, archival practices, and historical contingencies 

rather than proportional representation of historical populations. Textual transmission across 

Central Eurasia did not occur through a single unified system but through overlapping and 

partially connected communicative spheres. Religious identity constituted one factor within 

these systems, but commercial necessity, linguistic adaptability, and material constraints often 

shaped documentary practice more directly than doctrinal affiliation. Jewish merchant 

diasporas participated in this broader ecology of exchange insofar as they operated within the 

same infrastructures of mobility that facilitated the circulation of texts across linguistic and 

religious boundaries.445 Their role in textual transmission should therefore be understood not 

as exceptional or isolated, but as structurally embedded within wider patterns of mercantile 

communication and manuscript mobility characteristic of the Silk Roads as a whole.446 The 

evidence examined throughout this chapter therefore supports a broader interpretation of Jewish 

participation in Silk Road exchange. Rather than emphasizing exceptional Jewish networks or 

uniquely Jewish mechanisms of transmission, the surviving sources indicate that Jewish 

merchants operated within the same communicative environments, documentary practices, and 

multilingual conditions that structured long-distance commerce more generally. Their 

significance lies not in their separateness but in demonstrating how diasporic communities 

participated in – and contributed to – the wider circulation of texts, information, and commercial 

trust across Eurasia. 

Conclusion    

The evidence examined throughout this study demonstrates that the circulation of texts across 

Central Eurasia can best be understood through the shared communicative, linguistic, and 

material infrastructures that sustained long-distance commerce. The movement of texts across 

the Silk Roads was inseparable from the broader structures of mobility that connected Central 

Eurasia between Late Antiquity and the medieval period. Trade networks facilitated not only 

the circulation of commodities but also the transmission of documentary practices, linguistic 
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forms, and written communication across geographically dispersed regions. Jewish merchant 

communities should be understood within these wider systems of exchange rather than as 

isolated or institutionally unified networks. Although direct manuscript evidence for Jewish 

textual activity in many parts of Central Eurasia remains fragmentary, comparative analysis 

demonstrates that the structural conditions of long-distance commerce necessitated forms of 

multilingual communication, documentary mediation, and scribal adaptability comparable to 

those attested among other mercantile groups such as the Sogdians. The study has further 

emphasized the importance of material and infrastructural perspectives for understanding 

textual transmission. The spread of paper technologies, the portability of documentary formats, 

and the decentralized nature of Silk Road commerce created environments in which written 

communication became increasingly embedded in everyday mercantile activity. In such 

contexts, texts functioned not merely as repositories of religious or literary content but as 

practical instruments of coordination, trust, and exchange. Taken together, these observations 

suggest that textual mobility should be regarded as a constitutive element of Silk Road exchange 

rather than as a secondary consequence of commercial activity. Writing did not merely 

accompany trade; it enabled merchants to maintain relationships, coordinate transactions, and 

negotiate linguistic and cultural diversity across vast geographical distances. The circulation of 

texts and the circulation of goods therefore formed mutually reinforcing dimensions of long-

distance connectivity. 

At the same time, the article has stressed the methodological necessity of caution. The uneven 

survival of written evidence across Central Eurasia limits the possibility of reconstructing 

continuous Jewish textual networks extending across the Silk Roads. Sites such as Dunhuang 

remain invaluable not because they provide direct evidence for Jewish communities, but 

because they illuminate the wider manuscript ecologies within which long-distance 

communication unfolded. As comparative archives, they enable the reconstruction of broader 

documentary environments that also shaped communities whose textual remains have survived 

only fragmentarily. Rather than proposing a singular “Silk Road Judaism,” this study therefore 

advocates a network-oriented and materially grounded approach to Jewish participation in 

Central Eurasian exchange systems. More broadly, this approach suggests that Silk Road 

connectivity itself is best understood through the interaction of documentary, linguistic, 

material, and social infrastructures rather than through the movement of commodities alone. 

Accordingly, the principal contribution of the present study lies not in reconstructing a 

previously unknown Jewish trade network, but in demonstrating that Jewish merchants are most 

productively understood within the shared communicative, material, and documentary 
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infrastructures of Central Eurasian commerce. This perspective shifts attention from isolated 

communities toward the mechanisms that enabled transregional interaction across linguistic, 

political, and religious boundaries. 

Beyond the documentary evidence discussed here, future interdisciplinary research – including 

archaeogenetics, isotope analysis, and mobility studies – may further illuminate patterns of 

movement and interaction that cannot be reconstructed from textual evidence alone.447 All those 

approaches allow Jewish merchant diasporas to be situated within broader histories of mobility, 

multilingualism, and documentary circulation while avoiding overly deterministic or 

teleological models of cultural transmission. Future research may further refine these questions 

through comparative text analysis, documentary archaeology, and the continued study of 

multilingual commercial archives from Central Asia and western China. In particular, advances 

in manuscript studies and material philology may provide new opportunities to reconstruct 

fragmentary textual environments that have thus far remained only partially visible within Silk 

Road historiography. At the same time, the exceptional preservation of the Dunhuang archive 

reflects highly specific environmental and archival circumstances. It provides an unparalleled 

comparative corpus, but not a statistically representative picture of manuscript production 

across Central Eurasia. More broadly, the approach adopted here may also prove useful for the 

study of other diasporic merchant communities whose documentary record is similarly 

fragmentary. By integrating manuscript studies, material history, and the archaeology of 

communication, future research can move beyond isolated textual discoveries toward a more 

comprehensive understanding of how mobility, multilingualism, and documentary practice 

collectively sustained the interconnected societies of premodern Eurasia. 
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Abstract 

Comparative inquiry frequently encounters difficulties when concepts drawn from distinct textual traditions resist lexical equivalence yet 
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a structure of Relational Continuity grounded in Covenantal Remembrance, Covenantal Participation, Ritual Participation, Narrative 

Transmission, Pedagogical Instruction, Textual Transmission, and Intergenerational Continuity. In contrast, saṃskāra is reconstructed as a 

structure of Dispositional Continuity grounded in latent impression, dispositional tendency, causal persistence, and transformative processes 

operating within citta. The comparison identifies two distinct Continuity Structures: Relational Continuity within the Hebrew tradition and 

Dispositional Continuity within Classical Yoga. 

Building upon this analysis, the article proposes a limited form of Structural Position Analysis (SPA), which shifts comparison from lexical 

equivalence toward the analysis of structural position, Continuity Structures, and Continuity Architectures while remaining grounded in 

philological and contextual reconstruction. The study further argues that continuity may be approached as one of the Shared Problem Fields 

through which traditions organize responses to questions concerning persistence, transmission, remembrance, and transformation. 
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The article contributes to Hebrew Studies and comparative hermeneutics by suggesting that meaningful comparison need not depend upon 

conceptual identity. The comparison indicates that traditions may remain irreducibly distinct while nevertheless becoming mutually 

intelligible through the analysis of structural positions within broader Continuity Architectures. 
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1. Introduction 

Comparative inquiry occupies a central position within the study of religion, philosophy, and 

textual traditions. Yet comparison becomes difficult whenever concepts emerge from distinct 

linguistic, historical, and cultural worlds. Concepts are embedded within networks of practices, 

narratives, institutions, and interpretive traditions that frequently resist direct translation. 

Apparently similar terms may perform markedly different functions within their respective 

traditions, while concepts with little lexical resemblance may nevertheless participate in 

comparable patterns of explanation. Comparative scholarship therefore confronts a persistent 

methodological question: how can comparison proceed when concepts resist lexical 

equivalence? This challenge has been widely recognized within comparative theology and 

cross-traditional interpretation, where dialogue depends upon preserving the integrity of 

traditions while remaining open to mutual understanding (Clooney, 2010). 

The present study addresses this question through a comparison of the Hebrew concept of 

zikaron (זִכָרוֹן) and the Yogic concept of saṃskāra (संस्कार). At first sight, these concepts appear 

to belong to markedly different semantic worlds. Zikaron is associated with covenantal 

remembrance, communal participation, and intergenerational transmission, giving rise to a 

form of Relational Continuity. Saṃskāra is associated with latent formations, causal 

persistence, and processes of transformation operating within citta, giving rise to a form of 

Dispositional Continuity. Their linguistic origins, textual histories, and practical functions 

differ substantially. Precisely because of these differences, however, the comparison provides 

an opportunity to reconsider the conditions under which cross-traditional understanding 

becomes possible. 

The present study examines how these concepts function within larger explanatory frameworks 

that address continuity across time. Both traditions engage the question of how the past remains 

operative within present life, yet they organize continuity through markedly different 

conceptual resources. The comparison therefore proceeds beyond lexical equivalence and 

examines the Continuity Structures and Continuity Architectures through which continuity 

becomes intelligible within each tradition. Through this approach, the study reconstructs 

Relational Continuity and Dispositional Continuity as two distinct responses to a Shared 

Problem Field concerning the persistence of the past across time. 

The central argument developed in this study concerns how concepts become comparable 

across traditions. Although zikaron and saṃskāra remain semantically distinct, both occupy 

structurally significant positions within larger Continuity Architectures through which the past 

remains effective across time. Comparison therefore becomes possible through attention to 



European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 2 (2026) 

 

228 

structural position, functional role, and explanatory significance. The resulting analysis 

develops a distinction between Relational Continuity and Dispositional Continuity and 

examines how these models emerge within different Continuity Structures. 

Building upon this observation, the study proposes a limited form of Structural Position 

Analysis (SPA), a comparative strategy that proceeds through five analytical stages: Lexical 

and Semantic Reconstruction, Contextual Saturation, Functional Identification, Architectural 

Reconstruction, and Controlled Cross-Traditional Comparison. The objective is to clarify how 

distinct traditions generate alternative yet comparable responses to Shared Problem Fields. By 

attending to the structural positions occupied by concepts within broader Continuity 

Architectures, the study explores forms of interpretation that become visible through cross-

traditional comparison and remain difficult to discern from within a single tradition alone. The 

approach developed here resonates with Gadamer’s (2004) account of understanding as 

emerging through the interpretation of parts within larger horizons of meaning. It extends that 

insight into the comparative analysis of Continuity Structures and Continuity Architectures. 

The comparison undertaken here is intentionally limited in scope. On the Hebrew side, the 

analysis focuses upon key textual loci in Exodus, Deuteronomy, and the Psalms, together with 

selected Second Temple materials, particularly the Damascus Document and the Rule of the 

Community, where questions of remembrance, covenantal continuity, transmission, and 

communal identity receive further development. On the Yogic side, the analysis is confined to 

Classical Yoga as represented principally by Patañjali’s Yoga Sūtra and its primary 

commentarial tradition, focusing upon discussions of saṃskāra, vāsanā, karmāśaya, and 

related concepts of persistence and transformation. The present inquiry therefore compares the 

structural positions of two specific Continuity Architectures. The study does not seek a 

comprehensive characterization of Judaism and Hinduism in their historical entirety. Its focus 

is a comparison of continuity within selected textual and philosophical corpora. 

The study contributes to three areas of scholarship. First, it contributes to Hebrew Studies by 

reconstructing zikaron as a form of Relational Continuity through which covenantal identity 

remains operative across time. Second, it contributes to comparative hermeneutics by clarifying 

how comparison may proceed beyond lexical equivalence while preserving the integrity of the 

traditions under examination. Third, it contributes to comparative methodology through the 

development of SPA as a framework for investigating cross-traditional comparability at the 

level of Continuity Structures and Continuity Architectures. Taken together, these 

contributions position the study at the intersection of Hebrew Studies, comparative 

hermeneutics, and methodological reflection on cross-traditional intelligibility. 
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More broadly, the study approaches continuity as one of the Shared Problem Fields through 

which traditions organize questions of remembrance, transmission, persistence, renewal, and 

transformation. Such fields may provide a basis for comparison even when traditions employ 

non-equivalent conceptual vocabularies and markedly different Continuity Architectures. This 

broader methodological framing also guides the textual analyses that follow. Unless otherwise 

indicated, biblical quotations throughout this article are taken from the New Revised Standard 

Version Updated Edition (NRSVue). 

The article proceeds through four major sections. Section 2 reconstructs zikaron and develops 

an account of Relational Continuity within the Hebrew tradition. Section 3 examines saṃskāra, 

vāsanā, and related Yogic concepts, developing an account of Dispositional Continuity within 

Classical Yoga. Section 4 brings these traditions into comparative dialogue through SPA and 

the reconstruction of Continuity Structures and Continuity Architectures. Section 5 considers 

the broader implications of this approach for Shared Problem Fields, comparative 

hermeneutics, and cross-traditional interpretation. The conclusion returns to the question that 

motivates the study as a whole: how does the past remain operative within present life, and 

what forms of comparison become possible when traditions address that question through 

fundamentally different models of continuity? 

2. Zikaron and Relational Continuity 

2.1 Zikaron Beyond Memory 

The Hebrew concept of zikaron is commonly translated as “memory” or “remembrance.” 

While such translations provide a convenient lexical equivalent, they risk imposing modern 

psychological assumptions upon a concept that operates within a markedly different religious 

and interpretive framework. Contemporary discussions of memory often emphasize internal 

cognitive processes through which information is stored, retained, and retrieved. The lexical 

and textual evidence examined in this study, however, suggests a broader functional profile. 

Derived from the verbal root zākhar (זכר, “to remember”), zikaron (זכרון) is closely associated 

with the enduring significance of events, obligations, and relationships. Throughout the 

Hebrew Bible, remembering frequently concerns the continued effectiveness of formative acts, 

commitments, and relationships through which the significance of the past remains operative 

within present communal life (Schottroff, 1964, 1997). 

This orientation becomes particularly apparent in relation to events such as the Exodus, the 

covenant, and divine acts of deliverance. These events are remembered because they continue 

to shape communal identity, ethical responsibility, and religious life. Formative histories 

remain meaningful through continuing practices of remembrance. The persistence of the past 
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therefore depends not primarily upon internal retention but upon the renewal of relationships 

through which formative events remain operative across generations. 

For this reason, the present study approaches zikaron as a concept of continuity situated within 

covenantal and communal life. More specifically, biblical remembrance is reconstructed here 

not as an isolated mental act but as a developing structure of Relational Continuity through 

which covenantal bonds, communal identity, and covenantal obligations remain operative 

across generations. The following sections reconstruct the lexical functions, covenantal 

dimensions, ritual expressions, and transmission mechanisms through which biblical 

remembrance may be understood as a structure of Relational Continuity. 

2.1.1 The Lexical Range and Functions of  זכרand זכרון 

A more precise understanding of zikaron requires attention to the lexical range and contextual 

functions of the Hebrew root zākhar and its related nominal forms. Although zākhar is 

commonly translated as “to remember,” its usage throughout the Hebrew Bible extends beyond 

the recovery of past information or the retention of mental content. Lexical evidence indicates 

that the root appears within ritual, priestly, covenantal, ethical, historical, liturgical, and 

communal contexts in which remembering serves to sustain relationships, obligations, and 

communal identity across time (Jenni & Westermann, 1997; Koehler et al., 2000). Likewise, 

the noun zikaron encompasses meanings that include remembrance, memorialization, 

commemorative practice, and the preservation of covenantal significance. Recent lexical-

semantic analysis similarly emphasizes that Hebrew lexical interpretation should proceed 

through contextual distribution, functional usage, and broader linguistic setting rather than 

translation equivalents alone (Stanojević, 2026b). The semantic field points beyond memory 

in the modern psychological sense and frequently designates practices and structures through 

which the significance of the past remains operative within the present life of Israel. The 

representative examples summarized in Table 1 illustrate this functional diversity across 

multiple literary settings and institutional contexts. 

[Insert Table 1 about here] 

The representative usages summarized in Table 1 indicate a broad functional distribution 

extending across ritual, priestly, covenantal, ethical, historical, liturgical, and communal 

contexts. These recurring patterns become more clearly visible when examined within specific 

textual settings. This broader functional orientation becomes particularly evident in the book 

of Exodus. One of the clearest examples appears in Exodus 12:14, where Passover is designated 

as a yôm zikkārôn (יוֹם זִכָרוֹן, “day of remembrance”). The emphasis falls upon recurring ritual 

participation through which the significance of divine deliverance is continually renewed. A 
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related pattern appears in Exodus 13:9, where zikkārôn (זִכָרוֹן) is associated with embodied 

signs and ritual observance. In both passages, formative events remain active within Israel’s 

covenantal existence. The past persists because it is ritually re-enacted and integrated into 

communal practice. The semantic force of zikaron may therefore be understood as extending 

beyond recollection toward participation, commemoration, and covenantal continuity. 

The covenantal dimension of remembrance becomes even more pronounced in Deuteronomy. 

Here the root zākhar frequently appears in conjunction with covenantal instruction, ethical 

obligation, and historical identity. Israel is repeatedly commanded to remember divine acts, 

wilderness experiences, and covenantal obligations (Deut. 5:15; 8:2; 9:7; 25:17). Significantly, 

the opposite of remembrance is often not ignorance but forgetfulness (šākhaḥ, ח  a condition ,(שָׁכַּ

associated with covenantal failure and loss of fidelity. As Weinfeld (1972) observes, 

Deuteronomic theology consistently links remembrance with covenantal loyalty and 

obedience. Remembering serves as an ethical orientation through which Israel remains situated 

within an ongoing covenantal relationship. The imperative to remember therefore sustains 

fidelity to a formative history that continues to shape communal life. 

The Psalms further expand the semantic range of remembrance by situating it within liturgical 

and theological discourse. Human remembrance frequently involves recalling divine deeds and 

acts of deliverance (Ps. 77:11; 105:5), while divine remembrance signifies covenantal fidelity 

rather than cognitive recovery. Psalm 105:8, for example, describes God as remembering the 

covenant because covenantal commitments remain effective across time. As Levenson (1985) 

notes, covenantal memory within the Hebrew Bible is inseparable from Israel’s ongoing 

participation in sacred history. Remembrance acquires a reciprocal structure: Israel remembers 

God’s acts, and God remembers covenantal promises. In both cases, remembrance concerns 

the ongoing maintenance of a covenantal relationship. 

Taken together, the usages of zākhar and zikaron across Exodus, Deuteronomy, and the Psalms 

indicate that biblical remembrance cannot be reduced to the storage and retrieval of 

information. It functions as a relational mechanism through which covenantal bonds, 

communal identity, sacred history, and covenantal obligations remain operative across time. 

The lexical evidence, reinforced by Deuteronomic scholarship, covenantal memory studies, 

and the functional distribution summarized in Table 1, suggests that zikaron occupies a 

substantially broader semantic domain than modern notions of memory alone (Jenni & 

Westermann, 1997; Koehler et al., 2000; Weinfeld, 1972; Levenson, 1985). This philological 

observation may provide a foundation for viewing zikaron not merely as a lexical item but as 

a concept whose significance emerges from its position within the Hebrew Continuity 
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Architecture reconstructed in the following sections. The covenantal implications of this 

semantic profile become more clearly visible when remembrance is examined within the 

broader framework of covenantal relationships and obligations. 

2.1.2 Scholarly Debates on  זכרand זכרון 

Although  זכר(zākhar) and  זכרון(zikaron) are commonly translated as “remember” and 

“remembrance,” their interpretation has generated substantial scholarly discussion. The central 

issue concerns whether remembering should be understood primarily as a cognitive act of 

recollection or as a broader religious, social, and covenantal process through which the 

significance of the past remains operative within communal life. Scholarly debate has therefore 

extended beyond lexical meaning to the ritual, theological, and social functions performed by 

remembrance within the Hebrew Bible. 

A particularly influential contribution was made by Willy Schottroff (1964; 1997), whose 

studies of zākhar challenged interpretations that reduce remembering to the recovery of mental 

content. Schottroff argued that many biblical usages of the root are best understood within 

covenantal and cultic contexts in which remembering functions as a covenantally effective and 

relational act rather than a purely psychological process. In such contexts, remembrance 

frequently involves the reactivation of obligations, commitments, and relationships established 

through prior events. The significance of remembering lies in sustaining the continuing efficacy 

of formative events within present communal life. This interpretation redirects attention to 

remembrance as an active process through which covenantal relationships remain operative 

over time. 

Other scholars have emphasized complementary dimensions of the semantic field. Weinfeld 

(1972), in his analysis of Deuteronomic theology, argued that remembrance is closely 

associated with covenantal fidelity, obedience, and communal responsibility. The repeated 

injunctions to remember divine acts and covenantal obligations function not merely as 

historical recollections but as mechanisms through which Israel remains oriented toward an 

ongoing covenantal relationship. Similarly, Levenson (1985) argued that remembrance within 

the Hebrew Bible is inseparable from participation in sacred history. The past acquires 

continuing significance because foundational divine acts remain constitutive of communal 

identity. Hendel (2005) situated biblical remembrance within broader discussions of cultural 

memory, emphasizing the role of narrative, tradition, and collective identity in sustaining 

continuity across generations. A related perspective appears in Yerushalmi’s (1982) influential 

reflections on Jewish memory, which highlight the distinctive role of remembrance in 

preserving communal self-understanding across historical discontinuities. Although these 
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approaches differ in emphasis, they converge in suggesting that biblical remembrance extends 

beyond individual cognition and participates in larger structures of covenantal, communal, and 

historical continuity. 

A further debate concerns the possible relationship between the verbal root zākhar (ר  to“ ,זָכַּ

remember”) and the nominal form zākhār (זָכָר, “male”). Some philologists and lexicographers 

have explored whether the phonetic similarity reflects a broader semantic field associated with 

preservation, continuity, representation, or social perpetuation. Others, however, regard the 

similarity as a case of homonymy or as an insufficient basis for establishing a genetic semantic 

relationship, and therefore caution against drawing strong historical-linguistic conclusions. The 

question consequently remains contested within Hebrew scholarship. The present study does 

not depend upon any proposed etymological connection between remembering and maleness 

and therefore remains agnostic regarding this debate. Nevertheless, the discussion illustrates 

why the interpretation of zākhar requires methodological caution and cannot be reduced to 

simple lexical translation. 

Taken together, these debates suggest that zākhar and zikaron cannot be adequately understood 

through modern notions of memory alone. Scholarly interpretations emphasize covenantal 

participation, ritual activation, communal identity, sacred history, and cultural transmission as 

integral dimensions of biblical remembrance. Building upon these observations, the present 

study suggests that these diverse functions may be productively understood as interrelated 

components of Relational Continuity. From this perspective, remembrance may be understood 

as contributing to the maintenance of covenantal relationships, communal identities, and 

formative histories across time. The following sections examine how these dimensions become 

visible within covenantal discourse, ritual participation, narrative transmission, and textual 

preservation. 

2.2 Remembrance and Covenant 

The relational character of zikaron becomes particularly evident when the functional patterns 

identified in Table 1 are examined within the covenantal framework of the Hebrew Bible. 

Biblical remembrance is rarely directed toward the past as an object of detached reflection. 

Instead, it is embedded within a network of obligations, commitments, and relationships that 

define the ongoing connection between God and Israel. Remembering may therefore be 

understood as a mode of participation within a covenantal order through which communal 

identity and obligation remain operative across generations. 

This covenantal orientation appears across the ritual, historical, ethical, and liturgical materials 

surveyed above. Israel is repeatedly instructed to remember the acts through which the 
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covenant is portrayed as having been established and sustained, including divine deliverance 

from Egypt, guidance in the wilderness, and the reception of divine instruction. Such acts of 

remembrance contribute to the ongoing reaffirmation of communal identity and responsibility. 

The Passover tradition provides a particularly important example. Exodus 12 presents 

remembrance not simply as reference to a past act of deliverance but as a ritual practice through 

which future generations are incorporated into an enduring covenantal narrative. The repeated 

association of ritual observance with intergenerational instruction (Exod. 12:26–27) further 

underscores the role of remembrance in transmitting communal identity and covenantal 

obligations across generations. The past remains significant because it continues to shape 

present obligations and future conduct. 

The reciprocal dimension of remembrance remains centrally operative within biblical 

covenantal discourse. Biblical texts not only command Israel to remember but also describe 

God as remembering. One of the clearest examples appears in Exodus 2:24, where God 

“remembered” (zākhar, ר  the covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Similar (זָכַּ

formulations occur in Exodus 6:5 and Psalm 105:8, both of which portray divine remembrance 

as covenantal fidelity rather than cognitive retrieval. In these contexts, divine remembrance 

cannot plausibly be understood as the recovery of forgotten information. Instead, remembrance 

signifies fidelity to an existing covenantal relationship. Divine remembrance becomes manifest 

through actions that reaffirm previously established covenantal commitments. Such passages 

illustrate the reciprocal structure of Covenantal Remembrance through which covenantal 

relationships remain operative across time. 

2.3 Ritual, Narrative, and Transmission 

The covenantal significance of remembrance becomes durable through the ritual, narrative, 

pedagogical, and textual practices by which it is carried across time. Biblical remembrance is 

not confined to individual acts of remembrance but is embedded within ritual observance, 

narrative repetition, pedagogical instruction, and textual transmission. Through these 

mediating practices, formative events remain effective beyond the generation that originally 

experienced them. 

The broader significance of such mediating practices has long attracted attention within the 

study of religion and collective memory. Durkheim’s (1995) classic analysis suggests that ritual 

participation contributes not only to the expression of communal beliefs but also to the periodic 

reaffirmation of the moral and symbolic bonds through which communities constitute 

themselves as enduring social groups. From this perspective, remembrance may be understood 
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as operating through communal practices that sustain shared frameworks of meaning across 

time. 

Related insights appear in the work of Halbwachs (1992), whose theory of collective memory 

emphasizes that remembrance is maintained through social frameworks rather than through 

isolated acts of individual recollection. Memories acquire durability because they are 

continually reinforced through communal practices, narratives, institutions, and forms of 

transmission. Remembering depends not only upon what individuals recall but also upon the 

social contexts that render particular pasts meaningful and transmissible. 

Anthropological approaches to ritual have further highlighted the role of participation in 

sustaining continuity. Turner (1969) emphasized the capacity of ritual processes to renew 

communal bonds and reinforce shared symbolic worlds, while Bell (1992) argued that ritual 

practices do not merely express existing identities but actively participate in their reproduction 

and maintenance. Ritual practices serve as modes of commemoration and contribute to the 

continual re-establishment of relationships with formative narratives, obligations, and 

traditions. 

These perspectives suggest that ritual observance, narrative repetition, pedagogical instruction, 

and communal participation may function as mechanisms through which formative memories 

and collective identities remain operative across time. Such observations do not determine the 

interpretation of biblical remembrance, but they provide a useful theoretical framework for 

understanding how remembrance may remain operative across generations through communal 

forms of transmission. 

Within the textual world of the Hebrew Bible, the Passover tradition provides a particularly 

clear illustration of these broader ritual and mnemonic dynamics. Exodus 12 establishes 

Passover as a recurring act of remembrance through which successive generations participate 

in an ongoing remembrance of divine deliverance. The significance of the ritual lies in 

continually re-situating the community within a shared narrative of covenantal identity. 

Remembrance operates here as an ongoing process of participation rather than retrospective 

recollection alone. In this respect, biblical remembrance corresponds to what Ricoeur (2004) 

describes as the narrative mediation of memory, whereby the past remains meaningful through 

interpretive mediation connecting memory, identity, and communal life. 

Beyond the Passover tradition, narrative repetition performs a similar function elsewhere in the 

Hebrew Bible. Psalm 78 presents the recounting of divine acts as a means through which future 

generations remain connected to the covenantal past. The psalm links remembrance to the 

preservation of communal knowledge across generations, portraying narration as a pedagogical 
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practice through which identity and continuity are sustained over time. The goal is not simply 

historical preservation but the cultivation of continuity across generations. As Fishbane (1985) 

argues, biblical traditions frequently sustain continuity through ongoing processes of 

interpretation and reappropriation in which inherited meanings remain active within new 

historical circumstances. A complementary perspective appears in Childs’ (1962) analysis of 

memory and tradition in ancient Israel, where continuity is maintained through interconnected 

processes of instruction, communal appropriation, and the preservation of tradition. 

Remembrance serves not only to preserve the significance of the past but also as a means 

through which inherited traditions remain intelligible and effective within successive 

generations. 

The transmission of remembrance acquired additional textual dimensions during the Second 

Temple period. While ritual participation and narrative instruction remained central 

mechanisms of continuity, greater attention came to be attached to scribal, interpretive, and 

textual practices through which inherited traditions could be preserved, transmitted, and 

renewed across changing historical circumstances. The concern with continuity did not 

disappear with the emergence of Second Temple Judaism but assumed new communal and 

textual forms. Evidence from the Dead Sea Scrolls suggests that concerns central to biblical 

remembrance—covenantal fidelity, communal identity, and continuity with foundational 

traditions—remained active within Second Temple Jewish communities. The Damascus 

Document, for example, repeatedly frames communal life in relation to obligations inherited 

from earlier generations and preserved through ongoing discipline and scriptural interpretation. 

Continuity may be understood as emerging not merely through the preservation of texts but 

through active participation in covenantal relationships linking present communities to 

foundational traditions. 

Analysis of 4Q175 similarly suggests that continuity frequently operated through processes of 

textual selection, recomposition, and reinterpretation rather than through simple preservation 

alone (Stanojević, 2026a). Scriptural traditions could remain authoritative while undergoing 

adaptation within new communal and interpretive settings. As Dimant (1988) observes, Second 

Temple Jewish literature frequently reappropriates inherited scriptural traditions through 

processes of interpretation and preservation that sustain continuity while responding to new 

historical circumstances. Similarly, Schiffman (1994) argues that the Qumran community 

understood itself as a covenantal remnant whose identity depended upon the preservation, 

interpretation, and enactment of inherited traditions. Continuity remained an active process of 

communal renewal, covenantal participation, and ongoing textual interpretation and 

reconfiguration. 
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Writing preserved traditions while providing durable mechanisms through which communal 

continuity could survive historical disruption. As Carr (2005) and Schaper (2005) argue, textual 

practices assumed an increasingly important role in maintaining the continuity of religious 

traditions during the exilic and post-exilic periods. Remembrance depended not only upon 

ritual and narrative repetition but also upon the institutional structures through which traditions 

were preserved, interpreted, and carried across time. 

Across these diverse contexts, remembrance functions less as the preservation of information 

than as the transmission of significance. Ritual observance, narrative retelling, pedagogical 

instruction, textual preservation, and scriptural reinterpretation all contribute to the continued 

efficacy of formative events across generations. The persistence of the past may therefore be 

understood as depending not only upon remembering but also upon the social, ritual, and 

textual processes through which remembrance is sustained across generations. Biblical 

continuity may be understood as emerging through the ongoing mediation of remembrance 

across successive generations. These transmissive processes provide the institutional, ritual, 

and interpretive conditions through which Relational Continuity may be sustained. 

2.4 Relational Continuity 

The foregoing analyses suggest that zikaron may be more productively understood not as a 

theory of memory but as a structure of continuity. Its significance emerges through a network 

of covenantal, ritual, narrative, pedagogical, and textual practices through which the past 

remains effective within present communal life. The semantic range of zākhar and zikaron 

extends beyond recollection, while covenantal remembrance situates remembrance within 

enduring relationships and obligations. Ritual observance, narrative transmission, pedagogical 

instruction, and textual preservation further provide mechanisms through which formative 

events continue to shape successive generations. What persists across time is not merely 

information about prior events but an ongoing relationship linking communities to sacred 

histories, covenantal commitments, and inherited identities. 

This observation distinguishes the Hebrew model of Relational Continuity from approaches 

that locate persistence primarily within the individual subject. Throughout the Hebrew Bible, 

remembrance operates through public and communal structures rather than through internally 

retained contents alone. Covenantal participation, ritual participation, narrative transmission, 

pedagogical instruction, and textual transmission serve as mediating practices through which 

the past remains operative within the present. Continuity may therefore be understood as 

emerging through participation in shared forms of life sustained across generations. 
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The importance of such mediating structures becomes especially apparent within the textual 

culture of ancient Judaism. As Tov (2004) observes, the preservation and transmission of 

traditions depended upon complex scribal practices through which texts were copied, 

interpreted, and circulated across generations. Likewise, Carr (2005) argues that the continuity 

of tradition involved practices of memorization, recitation, copying, and embodied instruction 

through which traditions became incorporated into communal life. The persistence of the 

covenantal past depended not only upon acts of remembering but also upon durable structures 

capable of preserving and renewing relationships linking present communities to foundational 

traditions. 

This broader pattern corresponds closely to what Assmann (2011) describes as cultural 

memory: the preservation of formative meanings through ritual, textual, and institutional 

carriers that extend continuity beyond the lifespan of individual participants. Similarly, Hendel 

(2005) emphasizes that remembrance in the Hebrew Bible is inseparable from the construction 

and maintenance of communal identity. Remembrance acquires significance because it sustains 

the frameworks through which communities understand themselves in relation to their origins, 

obligations, and collective histories. Such continuity is maintained not only through the 

preservation of traditions but also through ongoing participation in relationships that remain 

constitutive of communal identity, a feature that resonates with broader scholarly accounts of 

relationality in ancient Israelite religion (Sommer, 2009). Continuity therefore depends upon 

socially mediated forms of participation and remembrance through which meaning is preserved 

across time. 

From this perspective, continuity within the Hebrew tradition may be interpreted as 

fundamentally relational. The past remains effective because communities continue to 

participate in practices that renew covenantal commitments across generations. Ritual 

observance, narrative transmission, pedagogical instruction, textual transmission, and 

interpretive renewal do not merely conserve information about the past; they sustain the 

relationships through which the past remains meaningful within present communal life. Such 

participation reflects what Fishbane (2008) describes as the ongoing reappropriation of 

inherited traditions within changing historical circumstances, a process that may involve 

renewal, reinterpretation, and textual reconfiguration rather than static preservation alone. 

Continuity depends neither upon static preservation nor upon the uninterrupted survival of 

identical forms. Rather, as Ackroyd (1972) observes, continuity is maintained through enduring 

links connecting past and present communal existence. 
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The foregoing discussion thus suggests that zikaron may be understood as a structure of 

Relational Continuity. Across lexical usage, covenantal discourse, ritual participation, 

narrative transmission, and textual transmission, remembrance functions as a mechanism 

through which the past remains operative within present life. Biblical continuity may be 

understood as emerging through the renewal of relationships rather than through the persistence 

of internal traces alone. This model provides the basis for the analysis of continuity developed 

in the following sections. Whereas the Hebrew tradition sustains continuity through relational 

mechanisms of remembrance and transmission, the Yogic materials examined in the following 

section approach continuity through a markedly different explanatory framework. 

3. Saṃskāra and Dispositional Continuity 

3.1 Saṃskāra Beyond Memory 

At first glance, saṃskāra appears comparable to memory. Both concern the continued presence 

of the past within present experience. Yet Classical Yoga maintains a clear distinction between 

smṛti (memory) and saṃskāra (latent impression). In the Yoga Sūtra, memory is classified 

among the mental fluctuations (vṛttis) (YS I.5–11) and refers to the retention and re-

presentation of previously experienced content. Saṃskāra, by contrast, operates at a deeper 

explanatory level. It refers not to remembered content but to the residual efficacy produced by 

experience itself. As Bryant (2009) observes, saṃskāra functions as a latent subliminal 

activator that continues to shape subsequent patterns of experience even when the originating 

experiences are no longer consciously available. More generally, Classical Yoga interprets 

continuity through enduring dispositional formations that persist beneath conscious awareness 

and continue to influence subsequent experience (Larson, 2018). The persistence of the past 

does not depend upon conscious recollection but upon the enduring efficacy of latent 

formations generated through experience. Classical commentators consistently maintain this 

distinction, locating continuity not in memory itself but in the enduring effects generated by 

prior experience (Vyāsa, 1914). 

This distinction suggests a broader feature of Yogic psychology. Experiences do not simply 

disappear once conscious awareness has passed. Instead, they leave latent impressions that 

continue to influence subsequent configurations of citta. Saṃskāra may be understood as 

providing an account of how prior experience remains effective beyond the moment in which 

it originally occurred. The concept may be interpreted as addressing how experience acquires 

continuity across time through latent impressions that persist beneath conscious awareness. 

These impressions influence future experience while remaining largely inaccessible to direct 

introspection. Within the Yogic model, vṛttis leave saṃskāra; accumulated latent impressions 
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contribute to the formation of vāsanā; and these dispositional tendencies participate in 

subsequent processes of pariṇāma. Continuity may therefore be understood as grounded not in 

the recollection of past events but in the enduring consequences of previous experience. 

This understanding of persistence provides an important counterpart to the account of 

remembrance associated with zikaron. Both traditions seek to explain how the past remains 

operative within the present, yet they identify different Continuity Structures through which 

such persistence becomes possible. Whereas biblical remembrance depends upon communal, 

ritual, and textual mediation, Yogic continuity begins with the retention of latent impressions. 

The following sections examine how this model develops through karmāśaya and vāsanā and 

culminates in the broader configuration reconstructed in this study as Dispositional Continuity. 

3.2 Karmāśaya and Causal Persistence 

The explanatory significance of saṃskāra becomes more fully developed through the related 

concept of karmāśaya. In the Yoga Sūtra, Patañjali describes karmāśaya as the accumulated 

causal reservoir of karmically significant impressions that condition future experience (YS 

II.12). Whereas saṃskāra refers to latent impressions produced by experience, karmāśaya 

designates the causal structure formed through the accumulation of such impressions. 

This concept extends the Yogic account of persistence beyond individual episodes of 

experience. Experiences generate impressions that may accumulate over time and participate 

in the formation of enduring patterns of experience. Continuity may be understood in both 

causal and dispositional terms. The effects of prior experience are not confined to conscious 

awareness but remain embedded within structures that continue to influence future 

developments. Classical commentators consistently interpret karmāśaya as a mechanism 

through which actions produce consequences across time. Bryant (2009) notes that karmic 

deposits remain capable of generating future effects long after the original actions have 

occurred. The persistence of the past may therefore be interpreted through forms of causal 

persistence linking prior actions to subsequent outcomes within an evolving dispositional 

structure. Experience acquires temporal depth because its effects extend beyond the moment 

of occurrence. 

The concept of karmāśaya also clarifies an important feature of Yogic psychology. Continuity 

does not depend upon conscious awareness of past experiences. Causal deposits remain 

effective regardless of whether their origins can be recollected. What persists is not a 

remembered event but the capacity of prior experience to shape future conditions. The past 

continues to influence present and future life through accumulated causal structures operating 

beneath conscious awareness. 
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Viewed in this way, karmāśaya may be understood as providing a bridge between latent 

impressions and future manifestations. It contributes to understanding how the effects of 

experience become organized, preserved, and carried forward across time. The concept 

expands the account of continuity introduced through saṃskāra, preparing the way for the 

further development of Dispositional Continuity through vāsanā. 

3.3 Vāsanā and Dispositional Continuity 

The account of persistence developed through saṃskāra and karmāśaya reaches a further level 

of elaboration through the concept of vāsanā. While saṃskāra refers to latent impressions 

generated through experience and karmāśaya designates the accumulated causal deposits 

associated with action, vāsanā concerns the enduring dispositional tendencies that shape the 

future orientation of citta. Classical commentators frequently describe vāsanā as patterned 

inclinations that influence perception, motivation, and conduct while remaining largely 

inaccessible to conscious awareness. 

The significance of vāsanā lies in its directional character. Latent impressions do not remain 

inert. Through accumulation and interaction, they contribute to the formation of enduring 

dispositions that orient future experience. Vāsanā may therefore be understood as describing 

how the effects of prior experience acquire directional force within the ongoing transformations 

of citta. The concept extends the account of persistence beyond retention alone and toward the 

patterned tendencies through which future experience becomes conditioned. 

Within the Yogic model, vṛttis leave saṃskāra; saṃskāra contribute to the formation of vāsanā; 

and vāsanā participate in subsequent processes of pariṇāma. Continuity is not maintained 

through the preservation of identical contents but through the persistence of dispositional 

tendencies that continue to influence future configurations of experience. The past remains 

effective because its consequences become incorporated into the evolving structure of citta. 

This account suggests a distinctive model of Dispositional Continuity. What persists across 

time is neither a remembered event nor a fixed psychological state but a dynamic configuration 

of latent impressions, causal deposits, and dispositional tendencies. Continuity may therefore 

be understood as emerging through ongoing transformation rather than through simple 

preservation. The persistence of the past depends upon the continuing efficacy of structures 

that shape future experience while themselves undergoing modification. 

3.4 Dispositional Continuity 

The preceding discussion has examined three interrelated concepts—saṃskāra, karmāśaya, and 

vāsanā—through which Classical Yoga accounts for the continued efficacy of the past within 
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present experience. Together, these concepts describe a tradition-specific model of 

Dispositional Continuity grounded in latent impressions, causal persistence, dispositional 

tendencies, and ongoing transformation. Continuity is not located in recollection but in the 

enduring effects generated by prior experience and carried forward through successive 

modifications of citta. 

A comparison with the Hebrew materials examined in Section 2 suggests that both traditions 

engage a Shared Problem Field concerning the persistence of the past within present life. Each 

develops an account of how formative influences remain operative across time, how continuity 

survives change, and how present experience remains connected to what has preceded it. Yet 

the two traditions organize these questions through markedly different Continuity Structures. 

The Hebrew materials reconstruct continuity through Covenantal Remembrance, Covenantal 

Participation, Ritual Participation, Narrative Transmission, Pedagogical Instruction, Textual 

Transmission, and Intergenerational Continuity. Continuity emerges through relationships that 

are repeatedly renewed across generations. The Yogic materials, by contrast, locate continuity 

within latent impressions, causal persistence, dispositional tendencies, and processes of 

transformation operating within citta. Whereas biblical remembrance sustains continuity 

through relational mediation, Classical Yoga locates continuity within dispositional processes 

operating within citta. 

These observations suggest two tradition-specific models: Relational Continuity and 

Dispositional Continuity. Taken together, these models provide the basis for reconstructing 

two Continuity Structures at the comparative level. The comparison focuses on the continuity 

problems addressed by each tradition and examines how similar questions concerning 

continuity generate different explanatory configurations, conceptual vocabularies, and modes 

of transmission. The next stage is Architectural Reconstruction, which examines how each 

tradition embeds continuity within larger Continuity Architectures composed of practices, 

institutions, narratives, texts, and interpretive mechanisms. SPA provides the methodological 

framework through which these Continuity Architectures are reconstructed and compared. 

4. Structural Comparison of Continuity Models 

Having reconstructed the tradition-specific models associated with zikaron and saṃskāra 

separately, this section brings these models into direct comparison. The objective is to clarify 

how each tradition addresses the persistence of the past through distinct Continuity Structures. 

Comparison therefore proceeds at the level of Continuity Structures rather than isolated 

concepts. From this perspective, Relational Continuity and Dispositional Continuity may be 
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understood as tradition-specific Continuity Structures situated within larger Continuity 

Architectures. 

The preceding analyses identified two contrasting continuity models. The Hebrew tradition 

organizes continuity through Covenantal Remembrance, Covenantal Participation, Ritual 

Participation, Narrative Transmission, Pedagogical Instruction, Textual Transmission, and 

Intergenerational Continuity. The Yogic tradition organizes continuity through latent 

impression (saṃskāra), dispositional tendency (vāsanā), causal persistence (karmāśaya), and 

transformative processes (pariṇāma). Although these Continuity Structures differ substantially, 

both traditions address a Shared Problem Field concerning how the past remains effective 

within present life. 

The comparison developed below does not proceed through lexical equivalence or conceptual 

identity. It examines how distinct traditions organize continuity through different 

configurations of practices, relationships, dispositions, and explanatory mechanisms. The focus 

therefore shifts from individual concepts to the broader structures within which those concepts 

acquire significance. Comparability emerges through the reconstruction of structural positions 

occupied by key concepts within larger Continuity Architectures. From this perspective, 

zikaron and saṃskāra become comparable because each occupies a pivotal location within a 

broader response to the Shared Problem Field examined in this study: the persistence of the 

past across time. 

[Insert Table 2 about here] 

Table 2 summarizes the principal analytical dimensions emerging from the preceding analyses. 

The comparative categories presented here are derived from the lexical, contextual, functional, 

and architectural reconstructions developed in Sections 2 and 3. Rather than comparing isolated 

concepts, the table highlights the distinct Continuity Structures associated with zikaron and 

saṃskāra and situates them within their respective Continuity Architectures. These dimensions 

provide the basis for the structural comparison developed in the remainder of this section. 

4.1 Relational Continuity 

The Hebrew model approaches continuity through the ongoing renewal of relationships linking 

present communities to formative events, covenantal obligations, and inherited identities. The 

persistence of the past may be understood primarily in relational rather than psychological 

terms. Continuity emerges through practices that reconnect communities to foundational 

histories and shared obligations across generations. Within this framework, remembrance 

participates in a broader network that includes Covenantal Participation, Ritual Participation, 
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Narrative Transmission, Pedagogical Instruction, Textual Transmission, and Intergenerational 

Continuity. These practices sustain the relationships through which the past remains 

meaningful within present communal life. A defining feature of this model is its emphasis on 

the renewal of relationships rather than the retention of latent formations. 

The temporal logic of zikaron may be described as a movement from remembered past to 

renewed participation. Foundational events remain operative through the continuing 

reactivation of relationships established through covenant, tradition, and communal identity. 

The past is not simply preserved but repeatedly brought into the present through ritual 

observance, narrative retelling, and covenantal renewal. Continuity depends less upon the 

preservation of internal traces than upon the maintenance and reactivation of relational bonds 

linking present communities to formative histories. 

This tradition-specific model may be characterized as Relational Continuity. The persistence 

of the past is sustained through publicly enacted structures that support communal participation 

and intergenerational continuity. What remains continuous is not primarily a latent residue but 

a network of relationships repeatedly renewed through communal practice. Continuity may 

therefore be understood as emerging through the reactivation of formative relationships rather 

than through the retention of enduring impressions. From this perspective, remembrance 

contributes to a relational logic of renewal, participation, and covenantal continuity across time. 

Continuity within this model does not require the static preservation of identical forms. 

Inherited traditions may remain effective through processes of reinterpretation, renewal, and 

historical reconfiguration while preserving meaningful links to formative origins. 

4.2 Dispositional Continuity 

The Yogic model organizes continuity through a markedly different Continuity Structure. 

Classical Yoga locates the enduring influence of the past within latent impression (saṃskāra), 

causal persistence (karmāśaya), and dispositional tendency (vāsanā). This Continuity Structure 

differs substantially from the relational configuration reconstructed in the Hebrew materials. 

Continuity may therefore be understood as organized through structures embedded within citta 

rather than through publicly enacted forms of transmission. Within this framework, experiences 

generate latent impressions that contribute to enduring dispositions and continue to influence 

subsequent configurations of experience. The efficacy of the past derives from its incorporation 

into the dispositional organization of citta. A defining feature of this model is its emphasis on 

the retention and transformation of latent formations rather than the renewal of communal 

relationships. 
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The temporal logic of this model is fundamentally transformative. Patañjali’s discussion of 

pariṇāma (YS III.13) suggests that continuity does not require the preservation of identical 

states across time. Continuity may be understood as emerging through successive processes of 

transformation linking past and present conditions. What persists is not static content but an 

organized pattern of causal persistence capable of generating future manifestations. 

Experiences become sedimented as saṃskāra; saṃskāra contribute to vāsanā; and vāsanā 

participate in subsequent transformations of citta. The past therefore remains operative through 

the retention and transformation of latent formations rather than through recurrent acts of 

remembrance. 

This tradition-specific model may be characterized as Dispositional Continuity. Persistence is 

sustained through the ongoing interaction of saṃskāra, vāsanā, and pariṇāma operating within 

citta. The continuity of this model resides in a dynamic organization of latent formations 

capable of shaping future experience through processes of retention, transformation, and 

reproduction. Continuity emerges through transformative persistence rather than through 

relational renewal. Classical Yoga interprets the efficacy of the past through a dispositional 

logic in which impressions are retained, reorganized, and reproduced across successive 

moments of experience. 

Whereas the Hebrew model organizes continuity through the recurrent renewal of 

relationships, the Yogic model organizes continuity through the retention and transformation 

of latent formations. Both traditions address a Shared Problem Field concerning how the past 

remains effective within present life, yet they reconstruct that problem through different 

Continuity Structures. These contrasting Continuity Structures provide the basis for the 

Architectural Reconstruction developed below. 

4.3 Structural Position Analysis 

The comparison developed in this study suggests that meaningful comparison may proceed 

without conceptual equivalence. Zikaron and saṃskāra emerge from distinct linguistic, 

historical, and religious traditions and perform different functions within their respective 

systems of thought. The basis of comparison lies in the structural positions these concepts 

occupy within broader Continuity Architectures. SPA compares Continuity Structures while 

situating them within the larger Continuity Architectures that organize each tradition. In both 

traditions, the selected concepts function as pivotal mechanisms through which the persistence 

of the past becomes intelligible. Their comparability derives from the structural positions they 

occupy within broader responses to continuity across time. 
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SPA examines how concepts function within wider networks of relationships, practices, 

interpretive traditions, psychological processes, and explanatory frameworks. The relevant 

question becomes: what position does a concept occupy within the system through which a 

tradition addresses a recurring problem? Comparison proceeds by reconstructing those 

positions before examining convergences and divergences across traditions. SPA assumes that 

concepts become intelligible through the broader structures within which they operate. 

SPA proceeds through five analytical stages: 

Lexical and Semantic Reconstruction (Philological Foundation) – examining the linguistic 

range, textual distribution, and semantic usage of concepts within their original languages and 

textual traditions. 

Contextual Saturation (Contextualization) – situating concepts within their historical, ritual, 

doctrinal, and interpretive settings. 

Functional Identification (Functional Mapping) – identifying the roles concepts perform 

within broader systems of thought and practice. 

Architectural Reconstruction (Structural Integration) – locating these functions within larger 

Continuity Architectures composed of practices, institutions, narratives, transmission 

mechanisms, and explanatory frameworks. 

Controlled Cross-Traditional Comparison (Comparative Synthesis) – comparing 

reconstructed Continuity Structures in relation to Shared Problem Fields while preserving 

conceptual and historical differences. 

The analyses of zikaron and saṃskāra presented in Sections 2 and 3 provide an illustration of 

these analytical stages. Examination of the semantic ranges associated with zikaron and 

saṃskāra constituted the first stage of Lexical and Semantic Reconstruction. Analysis of their 

historical, ritual, doctrinal, and interpretive contexts supplied Contextual Saturation, while 

Functional Identification examined the roles these concepts perform within their respective 

traditions, including Covenantal Remembrance, Covenantal Participation, Ritual Participation, 

Narrative Transmission, Pedagogical Instruction, Textual Transmission, Intergenerational 

Continuity, latent impression (saṃskāra), dispositional tendency (vāsanā), causal persistence 

(karmāśaya), and transformative processes (pariṇāma). Architectural Reconstruction yielded 

the tradition-specific models described in this study as Relational Continuity and Dispositional 

Continuity and situated them within broader Continuity Architectures. The present section 

completes the procedure through Controlled Cross-Traditional Comparison and examines how 
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these reconstructed Continuity Structures address Shared Problem Fields concerning continuity 

across time. 

The comparison developed here therefore moves from textual reconstruction to structural 

comparison through these analytical stages. The objective is not to establish semantic 

equivalence but to determine whether concepts occupy analogous structural positions within 

broader responses to Shared Problem Fields concerning continuity across time. 

Philological, historical, and contextual reconstruction remain integral to this procedure. The 

reconstruction of structural positions depends upon prior examination of linguistic range, 

textual distribution, historical setting, and interpretive function. The present comparison 

follows this sequence. The analysis of zikaron and saṃskāra builds upon the preceding 

reconstructions of Hebrew continuity structures and Yogic dispositional processes. SPA begins 

from contextual specificity and proceeds toward structural comparison through successive 

stages of reconstruction. 

From this perspective, zikaron and saṃskāra occupy structurally comparable positions within 

different Continuity Architectures. The Hebrew tradition organizes continuity through 

Covenantal Remembrance, Covenantal Participation, Ritual Participation, Narrative 

Transmission, Pedagogical Instruction, Textual Transmission, and Intergenerational 

Continuity. Classical Yoga organizes continuity through latent impression (saṃskāra), 

dispositional tendency (vāsanā), causal persistence (karmāśaya), and transformative processes 

(pariṇāma). The mechanisms differ substantially, yet both traditions address a Shared Problem 

Field concerning how the past remains effective within present life. 

Structural comparison remains attentive to internal complexity, historical variation, and 

overlapping forms of continuity. Although the Hebrew tradition primarily organizes continuity 

through relational and communal mechanisms, certain texts also internalize continuity through 

images such as the law written upon the heart (Jer. 31:33). Similarly, Yogic traditions include 

forms of instruction, transmission, and communal practice that extend beyond purely internal 

processes. The comparison focuses on dominant Continuity Structures without treating these 

orientations as exhaustive or exclusive descriptions of either tradition. 

SPA offers an alternative to both conceptual assimilation and radical incommensurability. 

Traditions need not employ identical vocabularies in order to become comparable. Comparison 

becomes possible when concepts are situated within the Continuity Architectures through 

which traditions organize Shared Problem Fields concerning continuity across time. The 

persistence of the past constitutes one instance of the Shared Problem Fields examined in this 

study, and the Continuity Structures reconstructed here illustrate how distinct traditions may 
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generate alternative yet intelligible responses to it. Concepts become comparable through the 

structural positions they occupy within broader Continuity Architectures even when their 

semantic contents remain distinct. 

5. Implications for Comparative Hermeneutics 

5.1 Beyond Lexical Equivalence 

One of the principal implications of the present study concerns the limits of lexical comparison 

in cross-traditional inquiry. Comparative studies frequently begin by identifying apparent 

similarities between concepts drawn from different traditions. Such approaches can generate 

valuable insights, particularly when linguistic, historical, or conceptual relationships can be 

established with reasonable confidence. Yet lexical comparison alone often provides only a 

partial basis for understanding how concepts function within broader religious and intellectual 

traditions. 

The analyses developed in this study suggest that zikaron and saṃskāra are best understood 

within the larger Continuity Architectures in which they operate. Although both concepts 

contribute to continuity across time, they do so through different Continuity Structures and 

within different Continuity Architectures. Their significance derives from the roles they 

perform within broader networks of practices, institutions, narratives, explanatory frameworks, 

and forms of transmission. Comparison therefore benefits from examining structural location 

in addition to lexical meaning. 

This observation has broader methodological implications. Concepts may become comparable 

even when direct semantic equivalence cannot be established. Comparison may proceed 

through analysis of how concepts function within broader Continuity Structures and through 

examination of the positions they occupy within larger Continuity Architectures. Attention 

shifts from isolated concepts toward the broader Continuity Architectures through which 

concepts acquire significance. 

The distinction developed in this study between Relational Continuity and Dispositional 

Continuity illustrates this possibility. The Hebrew materials reconstruct a model of Relational 

Continuity, whereas the Yogic materials reconstruct a model of Dispositional Continuity. 

These traditions employ different conceptual vocabularies and explanatory frameworks, yet 

both generate structured responses to the persistence of formative influences across time. 

The resulting comparison therefore concerns structural position rather than semantic identity. 

Concepts become intelligible through the Continuity Structures within which they function and 

the Continuity Architectures that situate those structures within broader religious and 
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intellectual traditions. This perspective expands the scope of comparative inquiry while 

preserving historical specificity and conceptual difference. 

The implications extend beyond the comparison of zikaron and saṃskāra. Many concepts 

encountered in cross-traditional research resist straightforward translation or direct 

equivalence. Structural comparison offers an additional analytical pathway through 

examination of the Continuity Structures and Continuity Architectures through which 

concepts, practices, institutions, and forms of transmission organize continuity within 

particular traditions. The comparison developed in this study suggests that Continuity 

Structures and Continuity Architectures provide productive analytical categories for examining 

Shared Problem Fields across traditions. In this respect, SPA contributes a framework through 

which conceptual differences may be preserved while patterns of comparability become more 

clearly visible. 

5.2 Continuity as a Trans-Traditional Problem Field 

If lexical equivalence is not the primary basis of comparison, attention may shift toward the 

broader problems to which traditions respond. Concepts need not share equivalent meanings in 

order to become comparable. Comparison becomes possible when distinct traditions address 

recognizable concerns through different conceptual resources. The present study has focused 

upon continuity because it represents one instance of the Shared Problem Fields that recur 

across human experience. Questions concerning continuity appear in diverse cultural and 

historical settings: how does the past remain effective within the present? How are formative 

inheritances transmitted across generations? How do prior experiences continue to shape future 

possibilities? Traditions address these questions through different conceptual vocabularies and 

institutional forms, yet the underlying concern with continuity remains recognizable across 

contexts. Shared Problem Fields therefore provide a basis for structural comparison without 

requiring conceptual equivalence. 

Developments in memory studies provide additional support for approaching continuity as a 

broader comparative problem field. Halbwachs (1992) argued that memory is sustained 

through social frameworks that enable communities to preserve meaningful relationships to the 

past. Building upon this insight, Assmann (2011) distinguished between communicative 

memory and cultural memory, emphasizing the role of rituals, texts, institutions, and symbolic 

practices in carrying formative meanings across generations. Olick (2007) similarly describes 

collective remembering as an ongoing social process through which communities negotiate 

relationships between past and present. Although these approaches emerged within different 
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disciplinary contexts, they converge in highlighting continuity as a socially mediated process 

extending beyond the retention of information alone. 

From this perspective, continuity may be understood as a broader analytical category 

encompassing remembrance, transmission, persistence, renewal, and transformation. These 

dimensions do not operate independently. Rituals, texts, institutions, pedagogical practices, and 

symbolic frameworks function together as mechanisms through which formative influences 

remain operative across time. Continuity therefore depends upon the maintenance, 

transmission, and renewal of significance through a variety of social, cultural, and symbolic 

processes. 

Such observations support the view that continuity may be approached as one of the Shared 

Problem Fields through which different traditions organize distinct Continuity Architectures. 

Some traditions sustain continuity through publicly enacted cultural carriers, communal 

practices, and textual transmission; others explain continuity through the retention, 

reproduction, and transformation of dispositions within experience itself. The specific 

mechanisms vary, yet each architecture addresses the problem of how formative influences 

remain effective across time. 

Viewed from this perspective, zikaron and saṃskāra may be understood as structurally 

significant components within larger responses to the problem of continuity. The Hebrew 

tradition reconstructs Relational Continuity, whereas the Yogic tradition reconstructs 

Dispositional Continuity. The significance of the comparison lies in illuminating alternative 

structural responses to a Shared Problem Field rather than demonstrating conceptual similarity. 

Distinct Continuity Structures may emerge as alternative responses to that Shared Problem 

Field while remaining embedded within markedly different Continuity Architectures. 

Recent developments in textual scholarship further illustrate the broader relevance of this 

perspective. Drawing upon evidence from the Dead Sea Scrolls, Ulrich (2015) argues that 

scriptural traditions frequently develop through processes of growth, revision, and transmission 

rather than through static preservation. Continuity therefore need not imply immutability. 

Similarly, Mattison’s (2025) study of Jubilees illustrates how inherited covenantal traditions 

were reconfigured in response to changing concerns regarding communal identity and group 

survival. Pioske (2025) likewise emphasizes that continuity within biblical traditions 

frequently depends upon reinterpretation and reactivation rather than the preservation of fixed 

historical forms. Studies of composite manuscripts such as 4Q175 suggest that scriptural 

traditions may remain authoritative while undergoing adaptation, recomposition, and 

reinterpretation within changing historical and communal settings (Stanojević, 2026a). 
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Together, these studies indicate that continuity is frequently sustained through renewal, 

adaptation, and reconfiguration. Continuity may therefore be understood as preserving 

meaningful connections across time rather than maintaining unchanged forms. 

Seen in this light, continuity may be understood as a trans-traditional problem field capable of 

generating multiple forms of religious, philosophical, and cultural articulation. Traditions 

organize different Continuity Architectures through which relationships between past and 

present remain meaningful despite processes of reinterpretation, adaptation, and historical 

change. Comparative inquiry therefore benefits from examining how Continuity Structures are 

embedded within broader Continuity Architectures and how those architectures address Shared 

Problem Fields. The comparison developed in this study highlights not hidden sameness but 

patterned diversity, illustrating the range of ways in which traditions render continuity 

intelligible across time. 

5.3 Ecology of Comparative Hermeneutics 

The comparison developed in this study also carries broader implications for comparative 

hermeneutics. If continuity is approached through the framework of Shared Problem Fields, 

comparison becomes less dependent upon conceptual equivalence and more attentive to the 

interpretive environments within which concepts acquire meaning. Traditions do not preserve 

continuity through isolated ideas alone. Concepts operate within wider configurations of texts, 

rituals, institutions, pedagogical practices, forms of transmission, and interpretive 

communities. Comparative inquiry therefore benefits from examining how Continuity 

Structures function within these broader interpretive settings. 

Recent developments in ritual studies and memory studies reinforce this perspective. Bell 

(1992) emphasizes that ritual practices participate in the production and maintenance of social 

worlds. Assmann (2011) highlights the role of ritual, textual, and institutional carriers in 

sustaining cultural memory across generations. Both approaches draw attention to the broader 

contexts within which continuity becomes possible. Continuity is sustained through 

interconnected configurations of practices, texts, institutions, and forms of participation. These 

configurations provide the conditions through which continuity remains intelligible across 

time. 

These observations suggest that traditions may be understood as developing distinctive 

interpretive ecologies. Within such ecologies, continuity emerges through the interaction of 

multiple elements. Ritual observance, textual transmission, pedagogical instruction, 

institutional organization, and interpretive practice collectively contribute to the maintenance 
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and renewal of meaningful relationships between past and present. The significance of a 

concept depends upon its location within a wider ecology of continuity. 

From this perspective, Continuity Architectures may be understood as particular forms of 

ecological organization through which traditions sustain continuity across time. Continuity 

Structures identify the principal mechanisms through which continuity operates, whereas 

Continuity Architectures situate those mechanisms within broader networks of practices, 

institutions, narratives, and forms of transmission. The distinction developed in this study 

between Relational Continuity and Dispositional Continuity therefore points toward different 

modes of organizing continuity within larger interpretive environments. 

The Hebrew tradition illustrates one such Continuity Architecture. Relational Continuity 

emerges through an integrated configuration of covenantal, ritual, textual, pedagogical, and 

intergenerational practices that sustain communal participation across time. The persistence of 

the past remains intelligible through the renewal of relationships linking present communities 

to formative traditions. 

Classical Yoga illustrates a different Continuity Architecture. Dispositional Continuity 

emerges through the dynamics of latent formations operating within citta. Continuity remains 

intelligible through processes of retention, transformation, and causal persistence that connect 

past and present experience. The resulting architecture differs substantially from the Hebrew 

model while engaging comparable questions concerning the efficacy of the past. 

Such observations highlight the value of SPA as a comparative framework. It enables 

comparison across traditions without requiring conceptual identity, historical influence, or 

doctrinal equivalence. Concepts become comparable through the structural positions they 

occupy within broader Continuity Architectures. Comparison therefore proceeds by examining 

how traditions organize Shared Problem Fields through different Continuity Structures situated 

within different Continuity Architectures and Interpretive Ecologies. 

This perspective also contributes to an understanding of why traditions frequently remain 

comparable despite substantial differences in vocabulary, theology, cosmology, or 

anthropology. The objective of comparison is not the discovery of hidden sameness but the 

reconstruction of patterned responses to recurring human concerns. Comparative hermeneutics 

may therefore benefit from shifting attention from isolated concepts toward the Continuity 

Architectures within which concepts become meaningful. Such an approach preserves 

historical specificity while expanding the possibilities for structurally informed cross-

traditional comparison. 
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5.4 Limitations 

The approach proposed in this study is subject to several limitations. First, SPA does not 

replace philological, historical, textual, or contextual reconstruction. Comparative 

interpretation remains dependent upon the careful reconstruction of concepts within their 

original linguistic, textual, historical, and cultural settings. Structural comparison becomes 

meaningful only after such contextual work has been undertaken. The analytical sequence 

employed in SPA presupposes prior attention to linguistic range, textual distribution, historical 

setting, and interpretive context. 

Second, the present analysis concerns structural comparability rather than conceptual identity. 

Zikaron and saṃskāra occupy different locations within distinct religious and intellectual 

traditions. Hebrew and Yogic traditions remain differentiated at the levels of doctrine, 

anthropology, cosmology, and religious practice. Structural comparability is therefore 

compatible with substantial conceptual difference. Concepts may occupy analogous positions 

within different Continuity Structures while remaining embedded within distinct historical and 

intellectual traditions. 

Third, Shared Problem Fields should not be understood as timeless universals existing 

independently of historical contexts. Traditions formulate and experience concerns such as 

continuity, remembrance, transmission, transformation, and identity through distinct historical 

trajectories, interpretive ecologies, and institutional frameworks. Comparative inquiry 

therefore requires continued sensitivity to cultural specificity even when broader patterns of 

comparison become visible. Continuity Architectures remain historically situated and cannot 

be abstracted from the traditions within which they emerge and operate. 

These limitations indicate the scope within which SPA may be applied. The framework 

contributes to clarifying how concepts become comparable through their positions within 

Continuity Structures and Continuity Architectures and through their relation to Shared 

Problem Fields. At the same time, linguistic, historical, and conceptual differences remain 

integral to the comparative enterprise and provide the conditions under which comparison 

becomes analytically productive. 

5.5 Hermeneutic Synthesis 

The comparison developed in this study suggests that meaningful cross-traditional inquiry need 

not begin with conceptual equivalence. The analyses of zikaron and saṃskāra indicate that 

concepts emerging from different linguistic, historical, and religious traditions may become 

comparable when examined in relation to the roles they perform within broader Continuity 
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Structures and Continuity Architectures. Comparison therefore benefits from moving beyond 

isolated lexical correspondences toward the reconstruction of Continuity Structures and 

Continuity Architectures. 

The Hebrew and Yogic traditions examined here organize continuity through markedly 

different organizational logics. The Hebrew materials reconstruct Relational Continuity, 

whereas the Yogic materials reconstruct Dispositional Continuity. These traditions therefore 

generate different Continuity Structures while remaining concerned with the persistence of 

formative influences across time. 

The distinction developed in this study between Relational Continuity and Dispositional 

Continuity provides one way of describing these different organizational logics. Relational 

Continuity emphasizes the renewal of covenantal relationships through communal 

participation, ritual practice, textual transmission, and intergenerational instruction. 

Dispositional Continuity emphasizes the retention, transformation, and reproduction of latent 

formations within experience. Each model reconstructs continuity through a distinctive 

configuration of mechanisms, practices, and explanatory assumptions. 

At a broader analytical level, these Continuity Structures become intelligible within different 

Continuity Architectures. Continuity Architectures encompass the wider networks of practices, 

institutions, narratives, interpretive traditions, and forms of transmission within which 

Continuity Structures operate. The distinction between Continuity Structures and Continuity 

Architectures enables comparison to proceed across traditions while preserving historical and 

conceptual specificity. Concepts acquire significance through their locations within these 

larger Continuity Architectures. Their structural positions become visible through the 

relationships they maintain with other elements within the architecture. 

The analyses presented in this study further suggest that continuity may be approached as one 

of the Shared Problem Fields that recur across diverse traditions. Questions concerning how 

the past remains effective within the present, how formative inheritances are transmitted across 

generations, and how continuity is maintained despite historical change appear in multiple 

cultural settings. Traditions respond to these concerns through different conceptual resources 

and organizational forms. Comparison therefore becomes possible through attention to the 

ways in which traditions configure responses to Shared Problem Fields. Distinct Continuity 

Structures and Continuity Architectures emerge from these responses while preserving 

historical and conceptual differences. 

SPA provides a methodological framework for undertaking such comparisons. By moving 

from Lexical and Semantic Reconstruction through Contextual Saturation, Functional 
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Identification, Architectural Reconstruction, and Controlled Cross-Traditional Comparison, 

SPA enables concepts to be examined in relation to the Continuity Architectures within which 

they function. The comparison of zikaron and saṃskāra illustrates how concepts may become 

structurally comparable even when their semantic contents, historical trajectories, and doctrinal 

contexts remain distinct. 

The significance of this approach extends beyond the present comparison. Comparative inquiry 

frequently encounters concepts that resist translation, equivalence, or direct alignment. 

Structural comparison offers a way of engaging such differences without reducing them to 

sameness or treating them as wholly incommensurable. Concepts become comparable through 

the structural positions they occupy within Continuity Architectures and through the roles they 

play in relation to Shared Problem Fields. 

Viewed from this perspective, the comparison of zikaron and saṃskāra contributes not only to 

Hebrew Studies and comparative hermeneutics but also to broader discussions concerning 

continuity, transmission, memory, and tradition. The analysis suggests that traditions may 

generate distinct yet intelligible responses to recurring questions concerning the persistence of 

the past. Relational Continuity and Dispositional Continuity represent two such responses. 

Their comparison illustrates how structurally oriented inquiry can illuminate both difference 

and comparability across traditions while preserving the integrity of each tradition’s historical 

and conceptual particularity. 

6. Conclusion 

The analysis of zākhar (ר  across the examined Hebrew corpus suggests (זִכָרוֹן) and zikaron (זָכַּ

that remembrance functions as a mechanism through which covenantal obligations, communal 

identity, and formative events remain operative across time. Its significance extends beyond 

recollection alone. This philological and textual finding provides the starting point for the 

broader comparative inquiry undertaken in this study. Reconstructed through their respective 

source traditions, the Hebrew and Yogic materials yield two distinct Continuity Structures. The 

Hebrew tradition organizes Relational Continuity through Covenantal Remembrance, 

Covenantal Participation, Ritual Participation, Narrative Transmission, Pedagogical 

Instruction, Textual Transmission, and Intergenerational Continuity. Classical Yoga organizes 

Dispositional Continuity through latent impression (saṃskāra), dispositional tendency 

(vāsanā), causal persistence (karmāśaya), and transformative processes (pariṇāma) operating 

within citta. These Continuity Structures are neither equivalent nor reducible to one another. 

Their comparability derives from the structural positions they occupy within distinct 
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Continuity Architectures concerned with explaining how the past remains effective within 

present life. 

Building upon this observation, the study proposes a limited form of SPA, a comparative 

strategy that proceeds from Lexical and Semantic Reconstruction and Contextual Saturation 

toward Functional Identification, Architectural Reconstruction, and Controlled Cross-

Traditional Comparison. SPA builds upon philological, textual, historical, and contextual 

reconstruction in order to investigate how concepts function within broader networks of 

practices, narratives, institutions, and explanatory mechanisms. Its contribution lies in 

clarifying how structurally comparable positions may emerge across traditions while 

preserving conceptual and historical differences. 

The broader argument advanced here is that continuity may be approached as one of the Shared 

Problem Fields that recur across traditions. Religious and philosophical traditions frequently 

develop different conceptual resources in response to questions concerning persistence, 

transmission, remembrance, transformation, and temporal existence. Comparative inquiry may 

therefore proceed through examination of the ways traditions organize responses to Shared 

Problem Fields. The comparison developed here suggests that distinct Continuity Structures 

and Continuity Architectures may emerge in response to comparable concerns while remaining 

historically and conceptually differentiated. Comparative inquiry may generate forms of 

interpretation that remain difficult to discern from within a single tradition while rendering 

broader patterns of intelligibility visible across traditions. 

This perspective carries implications beyond the specific comparison undertaken here. 

Questions concerning memory, transmission, embodiment, agency, suffering, obligation, and 

transformation may benefit from approaches that attend to structural positions, Interpretive 

Ecologies, and architectural configurations. Such questions may be investigated through 

reconstruction of the organizational frameworks through which traditions preserve meaning, 

identity, and practice across time. The findings further suggest that questions commonly 

explored within memory studies, ritual studies, and comparative hermeneutics may benefit 

from comparative attention to the diverse Continuity Architectures through which traditions 

organize relations between past and present. 

At the same time, the present study has argued that meaningful comparison remains dependent 

upon careful philological reconstruction and sustained attention to the textual traditions within 

which concepts acquire meaning. Comparative understanding begins from contextual 

specificity rather than abstraction from it. Comparative hermeneutics may therefore benefit 

from attention to Continuity Architectures, Interpretive Ecologies, and Shared Problem Fields 
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as complementary analytical categories. Such an approach preserves the importance of 

historical specificity while creating additional conditions under which traditions may enter into 

dialogue without requiring conceptual assimilation. Comparison becomes a practice of 

cultivating intelligibility across difference while preserving the distinctive forms of life, 

memory, and transmission through which traditions organize human experience. 

Ultimately, the comparison between zikaron and saṃskāra suggests that traditions may remain 

irreducibly distinct while nevertheless becoming mutually intelligible. The Hebrew tradition 

preserves continuity through Relational Continuity; Classical Yoga preserves continuity 

through Dispositional Continuity. These traditions organize continuity through different 

Continuity Structures situated within distinct Continuity Architectures. The comparison 

developed here suggests that intelligibility across traditions may emerge through reconstruction 

of those structures and architectures while preserving historical and conceptual differences. In 

this respect, difference becomes a condition of comparison rather than a barrier to it. Structural 

comparison does not eliminate distinction; it clarifies how traditions become comparable 

precisely through the different ways they organize Shared Problem Fields across time. 
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Table 1. Representative Uses and Functions of zākhar and zikaron in the Examined Hebrew Corpus 

Passage 

Hebrew 

Expression Grammatical Form 

Speaker / 

Subject 

Object of 

Remembrance Literary Context 

Function within the 

Passage 

Functional 

Category 

Exod. 

12:14 

 yôm)יום זכרון 

zikkārôn) 

Noun phrase (ms) Israel Exodus 

deliverance 

Passover 

institution 

Ritual remembrance of 

divine deliverance 

Ritual 

Exod. 

13:9 

 Noun phrase (ms) Israel Divine deliverance (zikkārôn)זכרון 

from Egypt 

Passover 

instruction 

Embodied covenantal 

remembrance through 

ritual observance 

Ritual / 

Covenantal 

Exod. 

17:14 

סֵפֶר  זִכָרוֹן בַּּ

(zikkārôn 

bassēfer) 

Noun phrase (ms) YHWH (to 

Moses) 

Amalek's hostility Divine command 

to record 

Preservation of 

remembrance through 

inscription 

Historical 

Exod. 

28:12 

 ʾavnê)אבני זכרון 

zikkārôn) 

Construct noun 

phrase (ms) 

High Priest Names of Israel's 

tribes 

Priestly vestments Memorial representation 

before YHWH 

Priestly 

Exod. 

28:29 

לזכרון 

(lezikkārôn) 

Prepositional noun 

phrase (ms) 

High Priest Names of Israel's 

tribes 

Priestly mediation Covenantal representation 

before YHWH 

Priestly / 

Covenantal 

Exod. 

30:16 

לזכרון 

(lezikkārôn) 

Prepositional noun 

phrase (ms) 

Israel The Israelites 

before YHWH 

Sanctuary 

maintenance 

Ritual memorial before 

God 

Priestly / 

Ritual 

Lev. 

23:24 

זכרון תרועה 

(zikrôn terûʿāh) 

Construct noun 

phrase (ms) 

Israel Sacred festival 

observance 

Festival legislation Liturgical memorial 

through trumpet 

observance 

Liturgical 
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Passage 

Hebrew 

Expression Grammatical Form 

Speaker / 

Subject 

Object of 

Remembrance Literary Context 

Function within the 

Passage 

Functional 

Category 

Num. 

10:10 

 לזכרון

(lezikkārôn) 

Prepositional noun 

phrase (ms) 

Israel The Israelites 

before YHWH 

Cultic worship Ritual invocation and 

covenantal presentation 

before God 

Ritual / 

Covenantal 

Deut. 

5:15 

וזכרת 

(wezākharta) 

Qal perfect 2ms 

with waw 

Israel Egyptian bondage 

and deliverance 

Covenant renewal 

discourse 

Ethical remembrance 

grounded in liberation 

history 

Ethical 

Deut. 

8:2 

וזכרת 

(wezākharta) 

Qal perfect 2ms 

with waw 

Israel Wilderness 

experience 

Covenant 

instruction 

Historical-covenantal 

identity formation 

Historical / 

Covenantal 

Deut. 

9:7 

 Qal infinitive (zākhor)זכר 

absolute used 

imperatively 

Israel Rebellion in the 

wilderness 

Covenant warning Prevention of covenantal 

forgetfulness 

Ethical / 

Covenantal 

Deut. 

25:17 

 Qal infinitive (zākhor)זכור 

absolute used 

imperatively 

Israel Amalek's attack Covenantal 

parenesis / legal 

admonition 

Collective memory and 

moral responsibility 

Historical / 

Ethical 

Ps. 

105:8 

 Qal perfect 3ms YHWH Covenant with (zākhar)זכר 

Israel 

Hymnic 

celebration 

Divine remembrance as 

covenantal fidelity 

Covenantal 

Mal. 

3:16 

 sēfer)זכרון ספר 

zikkārôn) 

Noun phrase (ms) God-fearing 

community 

Faithful 

worshippers 

Prophetic 

reflection 

Preservation of communal 

memory and identity 

before YHWH 

Communal 

Note. The selected examples illustrate the functional diversity of the root zākhar and its related nominal forms across ritual, priestly, covenantal, 

ethical, historical, liturgical, and communal contexts. Remembrance appears within a variety of institutional, ritual, theological, and social settings 
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through which formative events, obligations, and relationships remain operative across time, extending beyond recollection alone. The table is not 

intended as an exhaustive lexical inventory but as a representative corpus demonstrating the distribution and functions of zākhar and zikaron within 

the Hebrew materials examined in this study. These patterns provide the textual basis for the subsequent reconstruction of the structural position 

of zikaron. The following analysis reconstructs this structural position through Covenantal Remembrance, Covenantal Participation, Ritual 

Participation, Narrative Transmission, Pedagogical Instruction, Textual Transmission, and Intergenerational Continuity.  
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Table 2. Comparative Continuity Structures in Hebrew and Yogic Traditions 

Analytical Dimension Hebrew Tradition (zikaron) Yogic Tradition (saṃskāra) 

Primary Continuity 

Mechanism 

Remembrance (zikaron) Latent impression (saṃskāra) and 

dispositional tendency (vāsanā) 

Dominant Mode of 

Continuity 

Relational Continuity Dispositional Continuity 

Location of Persistence Covenantal relationships, ritual 

institutions, textual traditions, and 

communal continuity 

citta, saṃskāra, karmāśaya, and 

vāsanā 

Basic Unit of 

Transmission 

Covenantal relationship and 

communal identity 

Latent impression and 

dispositional tendency 

Temporal Logic Remembrance and renewal Retention and transformation 

Mode of Persistence Reactivation of formative 

relationships 

Persistence of latent impressions 

and dispositional tendencies 

Relation to the Past Remembered and re-enacted Sedimented and reproduced 

Principal Threat to 

Continuity 

Forgetfulness (šākhaḥ, ח  Afflictive conditioning (kleśa) (שָׁכַּ

and habitual fixation 

Dynamic Process Covenantal Remembrance → 

Covenantal Participation → 

Covenant Renewal 

vṛtti → saṃskāra → vāsanā → 

pariṇāma 

Ontology of Change Continuity through covenantal 

fidelity 

Continuity through 

transformative persistence 

Social Orientation Communal and intergenerational Dispositional and causal 

Carrier of Continuity Narrative transmission, ritual 

participation, textual 

transmission, and pedagogical 

instruction 

Latent impressions, karmic 

deposits, and dispositional 

tendencies 

Visibility of Continuity Publicly enacted Largely latent (sūkṣma) 

Verification of 

Continuity 

Communal remembrance and 

ritual participation 

Recurring dispositional and 

experiential patterns 

Characteristic 

Temporal Architecture 

Past → Remembered → Renewed Past → Sedimented → 

Transformed 
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Note. The table summarizes analytical dimensions derived from the lexical, contextual, 

functional, and architectural reconstructions developed in Sections 2 and 3. These dimensions 

highlight how Hebrew and Yogic traditions organize continuity through different Continuity 

Structures situated within their respective Continuity Architectures, thereby illustrating the 

structural positions occupied by zikaron and saṃskāra within  each tradition. 
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Introduction 

Dark humor448 is something that people recognize but may have difficulty defining. This 

difficulty stems, in part, from the fact that dark humor neither functions like knock-knock jokes 

nor standup comedy, but instead often comes embedded in a larger narrative. Authors and directors 

incorporate it into books, movies, and TV shows, but it can also appear in everyday conversations. 

Unlike a knock-knock joke, people often do not know they are experiencing dark humor until they 

are in the middle of it or have reached the end. Dark humor pervades numerous layers of society 

through entertainment media, though it often goes unnoticed as narrative device where the plot 

makes use of dark humor but may not necessarily announce that to the audience. Often, dark humor 

serves as a feature of storytelling, and one can find it even in ancient writing, including the biblical 

corpus.  

One biblical book that expresses dark humor is Judges. It begins with irony by contrasting 

what the audience expects to happen with what actually occurs in the narrative, and by contrasting 

the words the characters speak with the actions that the narrator records, as in the case with Jael 

telling Sisera not to fear when he should in actuality be afraid of her (Judg 4:18, 21). Then, once 

irony has been established, Judges intertwines dark humor with irony in tandem with storytelling 

elements, such as plot, characterization, and conflict resolution, in order to engage the audience 

about difficult subjects. As Robert Alter says, “every culture, even every era in a particular culture, 

develops distinctive and sometimes intricate codes for telling its stories, involving everything from 

narrative point of view, procedures of description and characterization, the management of 

dialogue, to the ordering of time and the organization of plot.”449 Alter’s observations provide an 

important framework for reading Judges, particularly for understanding how irony and dark humor 

shape its narrative techniques. 

Irony serves as the starting point for understanding dark humor. What dark humor 

contributes is the addition of gruesome and subversive elements, including difficult topics such as 

deception, death, and rape. Dark humor can make these topics easier to engage with because the 

audience encounters them in a different way than through their typical heaviness. This type of 

engagement allows the author to relate numerous consequential stories without focusing primarily 

                                                 
448 Also known as dark comedy, black humor/comedy (humour noir), or gallows humor. 
449 Robert Alter, “How Convention Helps Us Read: The Case of the Bible's Annunciation Type-Scene,” 

Prooftexts 3, no. 2 (1983): 115. 
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on tragic elements but instead to provide commentary on the state of a society that allowed these 

events to occur in the first place. 

There are also differing types of comedy, including satire and dark comedy that do not 

necessarily intend to produce laughter.450 Understanding the goal of dark humor as something 

other than laughter is essential for understanding its function in Judges and elsewhere. One 

contemporary example is Tim Burton’s Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street.451 

Though not a traditional comedy, Sweeney Todd utilizes dark humor in the midst of gruesome 

storytelling. It would be a mistake to assume that the author’s use of humor means that he or she 

intends for the reader to burst into hysterical laughter. Instead, dark humor can function in a way 

that relieves tension, makes the audience think, or even helps cope with tragedy, meaning that dark 

humor often occurs at the point where comedy and tragedy meet. The story of Jael serves as an 

excellent case study for dark humor. Instead of a defenseless, passive woman, Sisera encounters 

Jael as a ‘death mother’—a figure who inverts the traditional maternal role of nurturing life by 

bringing about death. 

In this article, I first examine how irony functions within the narrative world of Judges. I 

then show how dark humor builds upon irony to create its own distinctive comedic framework. 

Applying this concept to Jael in Judges 4,452 I argue that she embodies a common darkly humorous 

trope by subverting expectations: she adopts a maternal role while concealing her lethal intentions. 

Although she appears to care for Sisera, she ultimately becomes a “death mother,” lulling him into 

a false sense of security before killing him. 

 

Irony 

Humor of any sort can be difficult to pinpoint because it is subjective, contextual, and can 

accomplish a range of outcomes. Dark humor, in particular, is versatile, and thus can be tricky to 

perceive. Harold Bloom rightly suggests that “defining dark humor is virtually impossible because 

its manifestation in great literature necessarily involves irony, the trope in which you say one thing 

                                                 
450 Melissa Jackson, Comedy and Feminist Interpretation of the Hebrew Bible: A Subversive Collaboration 

(Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2012), 9. See also Eivind Berggrav, “Humor and Seriousness,” Dialog 22 (Sum 1983): 

207. 
451 Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street, directed by Tim Burton (Hollywood: DreamWorks 

Pictures, 2007), DVD. 
452 My goal in this article is to focus primarily on Judg 4 because of the interconnectedness between dark 

humor and storytelling. However, I will also provide support from Judg 5 as it has elements that show the mothering 

nature of Jael.  
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and mean another, sometimes the opposite of what is said.”453 Therefore, understanding irony is 

key to comprehending dark humor. Though Edwin Good claims that “irony, like love, is more 

readily recognized than defined,”454 he still makes an attempt: “irony… begins in conflict, a 

conflict marked by the perception of the distance between pretense and reality.”455 This is a 

necessary starting point, since irony lives in the realm of contradictions; “irony by definition 

communicates on more than one level simultaneously.”456  

Therefore, the narrative itself becomes essential to understanding the humor, as irony 

cannot be divorced from the story that contains it. One must consider the Bible in a literary light 

to see ironic elements.457 Melissa Jackson, who focuses on feminism and humor, also notes the 

importance of narrative, along with a variety of comedic examples. She acknowledges that humor 

exists in other forms, but that storytelling is a typical way to express humor.458 Stand-alone verses 

struggle to convey any comic elements, especially irony, since it relies on the audience 

understanding the expected outcome of a story.  

To comprehend irony, one has to perceive the information presented and its incongruency 

with the reality of the situation. Irony can take different forms. For example, in Mulan, dramatic 

irony occurs because the audience knows Mulan is a woman, but the army does not. The story 

presents a different reality from the “true” one. All of Mulan’s friends believe her to be a man, 

whereas the audience knows her secret. Thus, the reveal only shows the characters, not the 

audience, making the irony contained to the story itself.459  

Because of the dual nature of irony, it can easily be mistaken for something else or 

overlooked entirely because “the ironic criticism requires of its hearers and readers the burden of 

recognition, the discovery of the relation between the ironist’s ‘is’ and his ‘ought.’ And to use the 

ironic method is to risk the failure of this recognition, the misunderstanding of the ironist’s 

                                                 
453 Harold Bloom, “Volume Introduction by Harold Bloom,” in Dark Humor, ed. Harold Bloom and Blake 

Hobby (New York: Bloom’s Literary Criticism, 2010), xv. Cf. Andrew Dominic Giorgetti, “Building a Parody: 

Genesis 11:1-9, Ancient Near Eastern Building Accounts, and Production-Oriented Intertextuality” (PhD diss., 

Fuller Theological Seminary, 2017), 360–361. 
454 Edwin Good, Irony in the Old Testament (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1965), 13. 
455 Good, Irony in the Old Testament, 14. 
456 Carolyn J. Sharp, Irony and Meaning in the Hebrew Bible, ISBL (Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press, 2009), 14. Cf. Graham S. Ogden, “Irony or Humor?--The Case of Ehud in Judges 3.12-30,” BT (Ap, O 

Practical Papers) 53 (October 2002): 442. 
457 Good, Irony in the Old Testament, 9–10. 
458 Jackson, Comedy and Feminist Interpretation, 3.  
459 Mulan, directed by Tony Bancroft and Barry Cook (Burbank, CA: Walt Disney Pictures, 1998), DVD. 
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criticism.”460 Irony serves as a useful literary device that often adds depth to works, but if 

overlooked, it can drastically change the tone of the whole piece. Irony has a sense of subtlety that 

one can easily miss, especially in works separated by long periods of time and great cultural 

differences, because it is neither stagnant nor universal but rather flexible, to change based on 

“position and perspective.”461 

Understanding the irony may not come naturally at first, but once the aspects of the story 

become clear, it becomes easier to recognize. Lillian Klein focuses on the effects of irony 

throughout the book by asserting that “in spite of tradition to the contrary, [the] basic premise is 

that the book of Judges is a structured entity in which elements are shaped to contribute to the 

integrity and significance of the whole; that is, it is organized through narrative form—exposition, 

main narrative and resolution—and a dominant (though by no means sole) structural device of 

opposing perspectives: irony.”462 This is a great first step, but ultimately one must go beyond irony 

to reach dark humor, which I discuss in the following section. Klein stops with irony, but in Judges, 

irony functions as a steppingstone to dark humor instead of the culminating piece of the story. 

Irony shows contrast and unexpected surprises, whereas dark humor builds upon these ideas while 

creating a darker and more meaningless world.   

Yet, irony is a crucial piece, and Klein has understood its preeminent role in storytelling. 

She believes that “irony cannot be grasped until the statement has been read (or heard) completely” 

because it is the “perception of the distance between pretense and reality.”463 Only by 

understanding the original statement and then perceiving the divide between it and “reality” does 

one begin to recognize irony.  

Since irony brings into conflict perception and reality, it often contains two opposing 

viewpoints. These opposite poles of irony contain one aspect immersed in tragedy and the other in 

comedy.464 In fact, irony not only exists in both tragedy and comedy as separate entities but also 

becomes the bridge between the two, and “it is therefore clear that we cannot simply classify irony 

as a category of laughter.”465 Irony’s goal is not laughter but awareness of contradiction. While 

                                                 
460 Good, Irony in the Old Testament, 31. 
461 Ruth L. Smith, “Morals and Their Ironies,” JRE 26 (Fall 1998): 383. 
462 Lillian R. Klein, The Triumph of Irony in the Book of Judges, BLS 14 (Sheffield, England: Almond 

Press, 1989),11. 
463 Klein, The Triumph of Irony in the Book of Judges, 195. Cf. Colebrook, Irony, 16. 
464 Good, Irony in the Old Testament, 25. 
465 Good, Irony in the Old Testament, 21. Patrick O’Neill also uses a metaphor of a bridge to discuss irony 

linking comedy and tragedy. He notes that irony is a contrast of reality and the ideal. For further information, see 
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the audience may be amused to watch Mulan desperately try to hide her gender from those around 

her, a real danger exists in that she could face execution should others discover her secret. When 

Shang finds out she is a woman, the occasion is not humorous or joyous at all but somber and 

serious. The situation preserves the irony but not the humor.  

 

Dark Humor 

With a solid foundation as to how irony functions, one can now begin the journey into the 

realm of dark humor. The term dark humor occurs neither in the Hebrew Bible nor the ancient 

Near East. Instead, dark humor has an interesting, but largely contemporary history. However, 

Ze’ev Weisman rightly attests that “the use of later and even modern terms for the study of ancient 

literature, and of the Hebrew Bible in particular, is permissible as long as the scholar is aware of 

the risk involved.”466 Weisman successfully shows satire,467 specifically political satire, in the 

Hebrew Bible, and a similar case can be made for dark humor, despite its being a more recently 

coined term. He posits that “the features which characterize satire as a literary phenomenon did 

exist in the Bible, hundreds of years before satire was fashioned as a ‘genre’ in the classical 

world,”468 and the same argument can be made about dark humor. In fact, dark humor and satire 

have many overlapping elements because the nature of dark humor is often satirical.469 

Some of the difficulty in defining dark humor stems from people’s aversion to discussing 

it. Even in Jon E. Roeckelein’s 2002 book The Psychology of Humor, he only specifically 

references dark humor in a single sentence, stating, “‘black comedy/absurdism’ reflects 

existentialists’ concerns of the potential meaning, and meaninglessness, inherent in modern 

life.”470 While Roeckelein’s observation provides a good starting point for understanding dark 

humor, the concept extends far beyond the scope of this brief description. While the absurdity and 

                                                 
Patrick O’Neill, “The Comedy of Entropy: The Contexts of Black Humour,” in Dark Humor, eds. Harold Bloom 

and Blake Hobby (New York: Bloom’s Literary Criticism, 2010), 92. 
466 Ze’ev Weisman, Political Satire in the Bible, SBL SemeiaSt (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1998), 1.  
467 Satire and dark humor have many overlapping features, but both can exist without the presence of the 

other. See O’Neill, “The Comedy of Entropy,” 92. 
468 Weisman, Political Satire in the Bible, 4. See also, Giorgetti, “Building a Parody,” 42–52. 
469 See O’Neill, “The Comedy of Entropy,” 92. This can also be true of parody. For example, Giorgetti 

notes that Isa 14:4–21 is likely a parody that mocks Sargon II’s death in battle. The lament becomes a mockery of 

the king and “subverts all the hubris and injustices” tied to him and Assyria. See Giorgetti, “Building a Parody,” 48–

49. 
470 Jon E. Roeckelein, The Psychology of Humor: A Reference Guide and Annotated Bibliography 

(Westport, CN: Greenwood Press, 2002), 54–55.  
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meaninglessness of life may prompt dark humor, it goes beyond mere woe born from existential 

dread.  

One can consider dark humor as the “opposite of joviality, wit, or sarcasm. Rather, it is 

partly macabre, partly ironic, often absurd turn of spirit that constitutes the ‘mortal enemy of 

sentimentality’”471 or it can be defined as “mean humour which is variously grotesque, gallows, 

macabre, sick, pornographic, scatological, cosmic, ironic, satirical, absurd, or any combination of 

these.”472 Dark humor has a wide range of potential attributes, but regardless, it builds on irony, 

invites the reader consider the society of the story, and helps people cope with tragedy. Its goal is 

not laughter but understanding. It is “a refusal to treat what one might regard as tragic materials 

tragically, and this not as a cheap method of shocking or evoking irreverent laughter, but because 

the comic approach is for them clearly the only remaining approach that is artistically 

acceptable.”473 Furthermore, dark humor has multiple functions. Francesca Aran Murphy 

describes dark humor as a world “in which we laugh, however bad it gets, in order to survive” and 

claims that such humor “includes darkness and death.”474 Roeckelein also recognizes humor as a 

coping mechanism in that it fosters alternate perspectives in difficult situations, development of 

relationships, and counteractive measures for negative emotions.475  

 

Violence and Survival 

Stories in the book of Judges are notoriously violent and traumatic, and it is within these 

narratives that one finds aspects of dark humor. E.T.A. Davidson recognizes both the comedy and 

the terror in Judges. She acknowledges the variety of comedy in Judges, including “slapstick, farce, 

irony, satire, parody, riddles, games, puzzles, out-of-the-ordinary heterogeneity, [and] 

exaggeration,”476 though she also emphasizes the preeminence of irony.477  

Tragedy and comedy can co-exist within the same passage. Dark humor occurs at this type 

of crossroads. Patrick O’Neill, in describing what he calls the “grotesque,” compares it to irony in 

                                                 
471 André Breton and Mark Polizzotti, Anthology of Black Humor (San Francisco: City Lights Books, 

1997), vi. 
472 O’Neill, “The Comedy of Entropy,” 80. 
473 O’Neill, “The Comedy of Entropy,” 83. 
474 Francesca Aran Murphy, The Comedy of Revelation: Paradise Lost and Regained in Biblical Narrative 

(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2000), 24, emphasis original. 
475 Roeckelein, The Psychology of Humor, 268. 
476 E. T. A. Davidson, “The Comedy of Horrors,” Proceedings 23 (2003): 39. 
477 Davidson, “The Comedy of Horrors,” 40. 
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that both are “a sort of no man’s land between comedy and tragedy, as it is in a deeper sense 

between both of them and the absurd. Tragedy represents a world of order, where any infraction 

is summarily judged; comedy, in both its benign and derisive forms, also asserts the primacy of 

order; the grotesque represents the incursion of disorder, typically associated with physical 

abnormalities, deformations, and perversions.”478 This fusing of realms makes it difficult to 

comprehend the complexities of dark humor, which is one potential reason why scholars often 

overlook it. 

Furthermore, Louise Cowan described dark humor as “the most misunderstood mode of 

comedy” and the “least considered in any comic theory.”479 Perhaps this stems not only from the 

unpleasant subject matter of dark humor but also the difficulty of classifying it, even more so than 

other forms of comedy, and determining what exactly its objective is. Terry Heller believes that 

dark humor requires holding humor and seriousness, particularly seriousness pertaining to horror, 

in tension, even though they represent opposing realities.480 

 Humor is also a tool for survival. The Israelites had to survive in dire circumstances more 

than once. One of the central episodes of the Hebrew Bible was the Babylonian Exile. Such 

devastating experiences shaped the biblical authors and the way they wrote. Those who face 

tragedy in real life are more apt to use humor in their writing. For example, “the ability of biblical 

authors to use humor and comedy as a strategy for survival in the midst of exile and oppression 

receives ample representation in fundamental texts of the biblical heritage. Biblical comedy 

contains the power both to subvert and transform political, social, and religious structures.”481 

Humor is a survival strategy and a coping mechanism, perhaps dark humor most of all. If the only 

options are despair or laughter, dark humor combines both and creates a third space where the 

abhorrent becomes humorous. Dark humor is also subversive, allowing people to speak about 

subjects that might otherwise be taboo. It shows the flaws of society and demands change.482 

However, dark humor often suffers from neglect in discussions of humor across a variety of 

disciplines due to the difficulty of defining it and unpleasant subject matter.  

                                                 
478 O’Neill, “The Comedy of Entropy,” 94. For the purposes of this article, “grotesque,” here is used 

synonymously with “dark humor,” though O’Neill sees it as one singular type of dark humor. 
479 Louise Cowan, “Introduction: The Comic Terrain,” in The Terrain of Comedy, ed by Louise Cowan 

(Dallas: Dallas Institute of Humanities and Culture, 1984), 13. 
480 Terry Heller, “Notes on Technique in Black Humor,” in Black Humor: Critical Essays, vol. 2 of 

Garland Studies in Humor, ed. Alan Pratt (New York: Garland Pub, 1993), 210. 
481 J. William Whedbee, The Bible and the Comic Vision (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2002), 11. 
482 Cf. Good, Irony in the Old Testament, 27. 
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Mother, Temptress, or Warrior? 

The following section examines the dark humor specifically in the story of Jael in Judges 

4. Jael is a woman in her home during a battle. She already creates a stark divergence from what 

one expects to find in a story that focuses on the downfall of a general. Not only is it surprising to 

find a woman as a central figure in this narrative, but she neither carries a sword nor appears as 

though she would be able to affect the outcome of the battle at all. Moreover, Jael is a foreign 

woman, and foreign women are not often portrayed favorably in the Bible (cf. Delilah, Jezebel, 

Solomon’s wives), though Ruth provides a good exception. Because most foreign women occupy 

negative roles in biblical narratives, one might expect Jael to function similarly to Delilah. 

However, after inviting said general into her home, Jael again defies both gender and typical 

narrative expectations as well as her own words of reassurance, by murdering him with a tent peg. 

Following this, she seemingly nonchalantly meets Barak and brings him to see the dead man. Jael’s 

lack of reaction to her intense and surprisingly unexpected actions creates the aforementioned 

contrast between the character and the world she inhabits.  

While beginning to examine this passage, one of the biggest points of contention in 

interpreting Judg 4 and 5 involves the characterization of Jael. Is Jael seducing Sisera or acting 

motherly towards him? Is she an example of a woman warrior —almost a mercenary—or some 

combination of the three? Often, interpreters provide a highly sexualized reading of the events in 

Judg 4 and 5—and given that dark humor often contains sexual undertones or actions, such an 

interpretation would not seem out of place. But is that the case? The characterization of Jael 

directly ties into the dark humor in the narrative. Therefore, the first step in understanding the 

humor in this passage requires examining the role she plays. This section argues that Jael is best 

understood through maternal imagery, portraying herself as a mother caring for her son rather than 

primarily as a temptress or a warrior, while still drawing on elements of all three. 

 

The Case for a Mother 

C.G. Jung describes the archetype of the mother as vast because it can be literal in mothers 

and grandmothers or more figurative in beings such as goddesses or the virgin Mary.483 Yet, the 

                                                 
483 C. G. Jung, Aspects of the Feminine, trans R. F. C. Hull (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 

1982), 109. 
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mother archetype is not always positive as it includes ambivalent examples in the goddesses of 

fate and malevolent figures such as witches.484 However, the archetype of the mother figure 

frequently fulfills her role in stories by protecting another person, often male, from an outside 

threat, typically another male, such as when Sarah protected Abraham from foreign rulers who 

would kill him in order to have her (cf. Gen 20:1–11).485 However, this figure typically “drops out 

of the story after some crucial transition is accomplished for one of the divinely favored heroes.”486 

This is not the case in Judg 4. The narrative ends with Barak coming to find Sisera dead, so the 

story does not continue after Jael’s supposed act of mothering. Instead, she sees everything through 

to the conclusion.  

Sisera’s mistake in this account results from the fact that “he finds refuge with a woman 

who, for all appearances, is a nurturing mother, but who turns out to be a cunning assassin.”487 The 

idea of Jael as a mother may be fitting given that Deborah receives a motherly title in the poem 

(5:7). The song also mentions Sisera’s own mother (5:28), meaning that motherhood features as a 

pervasive theme in Judg 5.488 Therefore, motherhood, in some aspect, appears as a common 

characteristic of the women in this narrative. Though the mothers are not equal and do not function 

in the same capacity, all the main female characters play the role of mothers to some extent. 

In addition, other verses support the idea of Jael behaving as a motherly figure. The MT 

mentions Jael covering Sisera twice, but LXX A goes farther when it claims καὶ συνεκάλυψεν τὸ 

πρόσωπον αὐτοῦ (“and she covered his face”). Considering this version, Jack Sasson sees Jael as 

a mother figure and offers a comedic rendition of this affair: “Sisera enters the tent and does not 

object to Jael stuffing him under a cover. He then pokes his head out to ask for a drink. Jael gives 

                                                 
484 Jung, Aspects of the Feminine, 109–110. 
485 James G. Williams, Women Recounted, BLS 6 (Sheffield Academic Press, 1982), 55. Sarah fulfills this 

role despite the text’s silence on her opinions and feelings about this occurrence. Though this may have been 

Abraham’s choice even against Sarah’s will, she succeeds in executing the role of the protective mother who has 

shielded another character by her sacrifice.  
486 Williams, Women Recounted, 58. 
487 J. Cheryl Exum, “Feminist Criticism: Whose Interests are Being Served” in Judges and Method: New 

Approaches in Biblical Studies, ed. Gale Yee (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 72. See also Sara Järlemyr, “A 

Tale of Cross-Dressers, Mothers, and Murderers: Gender and Power in Judges 4 and 5,” SEÅ 81 (2016): 55. 
488 Klein notes comparisons between the Israelites, particularly Deborah, and Sisera’s mother and her wise 

ladies. She posits that “the personal and selfish concerns of this mother contrast with the image of Deborah as a 

mother in Israel, and Deborah’s wisdom contrasts with that of the ‘wisest ladies’ of Sisera’s mother.” Klein also 

shows that whereas the Israelites refused to take spoils, Sisera’s mother express curiosity as to what he will bring 

back after the battle. However, this is highly ironic as “Sisera has himself been ‘plundered’, and by a woman,” 

showing the unique situation of the power women in this narrative possess. See Klein, The Triumph of Irony in the 

Book of Judges, 45.  
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him milk and then slips the cover over him.”489 Another example comes from Gregory Mobley, 

who proposes, “She provides milk, tucks him in, and silently tiptoes around so as not to wake her 

sleeping baby.”490 Sasson and Mobley’s imagery proves humorous and may even fit the tone of 

this passage.  

Reading either the MT or LXX A, one can conclude that “treated as a child, Sisera will act 

as one,”491 and he meets these expectations when he begins to order Jael around (4:20) like a child 

demanding attention from a parent. Despite his orders, Sisera depends on Jael for shelter and 

nourishment, ultimately putting her into the position of protector against those who would harm 

him.492 Nevertheless, “Sisera’s trusting response to her deceptively maternal nurturing has deadly 

consequences.”493 This mother does not support him with the unconditional support that the Judg 

5 mother does. 

Susan Ackerman also sees a connection between Jael and the mother figure and suggests 

that Judg 5:27 refers to Sisera lying between the legs of a new mother who just completed 

delivering the baby, as opposed to a type of sexual imagery. She also takes the idea of Jael giving 

milk as motherly, contending that even the Midrashic interpretation of her giving breast milk to 

him should also be understood as motherly because it reflects how mothers feed their babies.494 

Ackerman’s analysis might go too far. Most Midrashic interpretations appear hyper-sexualized, 

not necessarily supporting a view of Jael as primarily a mother. However, her broader argument—

that some imagery should first be considered within the context of motherhood rather than 

immediately interpreted sexually—has merit. 

The possibility also exists that the ideas of “mother” and “seductress” intermingle,495 or as 

Caryn Tamber-Rosenau says, “to lure Sisera, Jael serves him up a stereotypical mother, played to 

                                                 
489 Jack M. Sasson, Judges 1–12: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB (New Haven 

& London: Yale University Press, 2014), 268. 
490 Gregory Mobley, Judges: Once upon a Time in Israel, Readings (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 

2023), 47. Cf. Boda and Conway, Judges, 273; and Mieke Bal, Death & Dissymmetry: The Politics of Coherence in 

the Book of Judges (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 105. Bal posits that milk has narcotic properties 

and that wine would be a more appropriate drink for lovers preparing for a sexual encounter.   
491 Sasson, Judges 1–12, 268. 
492 Sasson, Judges 1–12, 275. Cf. Elie Assis, “The Choice to Serve God and Assist His People: Rahab and 

Yael,” Bib 85 (2004): 83. 
493 Eric Christianson, “The Big Sleep: Strategic Ambiguity in Judges 4-5 and in Classic Film Noir,” BibInt 

15 (2007): 535. 
494 Susan Ackerman, “What If Judges Had Been Written by a Philistine?” BibInt 8 (2000): 40. See also 

Sasson, Judges 1–12, 268; and Järlemyr, “A Tale of Cross-Dressers, Mothers, and Murderers,” 55. 
495 Susan Niditch, Judges: A Commentary, OTL (Louisville: Presbyterian Publishing Corporation, 2011), 

66. 
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the hilt, with a side order of implied seduction.”496 If Tamber-Rosenau’s perspective proves 

correct, such actions may have helped put him at ease. He felt the comfort of a mother but also, 

seemingly, the power over a woman who found him desirable. Susan Niditch claims that Jael “is 

heroic and liminal, a warrior and seducer, alluring and dangerous, nurturing and bloodthirsty.”497 

The expectations of the women and men invert in this story: women appear as forceful 

whereas the men appear cowardly.498 This inversion contributes to the narrative's dark humor. The 

military general, who would ordinarily be the source of danger, becomes the victim, while the 

seemingly vulnerable woman becomes the agent of his downfall. Within this inverted space, one 

can end up with Cheryl Exum’s concept of the “good mother” (Deborah)499 who takes care of 

Barak and the “sinister mother” (Jael) who appears to be nurturing but then murders Sisera.500  

The idea of a death mother is not outside the archetype as Jung notes that “on the negative 

side the mother archetype may connote anything secret, hidden, dark; the abyss, the world of the 

dead, anything that devours, seduces, and poisons, that is terrifying and inescapable like fate.”501 

Though these more shadowy aspects are a feature of mothering, they are not typically the first ones 

brought to mind when one considers a mother, which is why these are the features of mothering 

that one should seek within dark humor. Regarding the story in Judg 4, the idea of Jael as a “sinister 

mother” places her in contrast with Deborah, though the text never portrays her in a negative light. 

Rather Judges seems to highly regard both Deborah and Jael. Despite both women functioning as 

heroic characters, with the idea of a good/sinister mother, each one fulfills different aspects of the 

same role.  

                                                 
496 Caryn Tamber-Rosenau, Women in Drag: Gender and Performance in the Hebrew Bible and Early 

Jewish Literature, Biblical Intersections 16 (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2018), 97. 
497 Susan Niditch, “Eroticism and Death in the Tale of Jael,” in Gender and Difference in Ancient Israel, 

ed. Peggy Lynne Day (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1989), 45. 
498 Smith, Bloch-Smith, and Crawford, Judges 1, 250. Cf. Jackson, Comedy and Feminist Interpretation of 

the Hebrew Bible, 106. 
499 Though Deborah is a self-proclaimed mother in Israel (Judg 5:7), and fits nicely in Exum’s comparison, 

several other examples of a good mother exist in the Hebrew Bible. In particular for Judges, Samson’s mother 

functions in this capacity as an angel of the Lord appears to her prior to her husband to inform her about an 

upcoming pregnancy (13:3) and she appears rational and calm (13:23) whereas her husband seems to panic (13:22). 

She and her husband even discouraged Samson from seeking out Philistine women (14:3), which is what ultimately 

led to his downfall. Samson’s mother appears as wise, obedient to God, and caring of her son. 
500 Exum, “Feminist Criticism,” 70–74. Smith, Bloch-Smith, and Crawford also reference this in Judges 1, 

250. Järlemyr similarly refers to Jael as a “death mother.” See Järlemyr, “A Tale of Cross-Dressers, Mothers, and 

Murderers,” 52. I use this term interchangeably with “sinister mother.” 
501 Jung, Aspects of the Feminine, 110. 
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To look at a similar example in more contemporary media, in some ways, Jael could be 

thought of as the Other Mother from Coraline who disguises herself as a mother to lure in children 

for the purpose of keeping their souls.502 The plot of this macabre animated movie focuses on an 

eleven-year-old Coraline who moves into a new house. She feels neglected by her parents and 

decides to explore the house where she finds the Other World, which contains a version of her 

parents, but with button eyes. The Other Mother creates a warm and welcome environment. Then, 

she informs Caroline that she can stay in the Other World, but she must agree to have buttons sewn 

onto her eyes. The rest of the movie revolves around a battle of wills between Caroline and the 

Other Mother with Caroline learning that the Other Mother lured other children in the same way 

and took their souls. The Other Mother offers a warm and safe environment, but she does so in 

order to entrap her victims. In the case of Judges, instead of keeping Sisera’s soul, Jael disguised 

herself as a mother to lure him into a false sense of security so she could kill him. 

The mother characterization of Jael has diverse elements of nuance. Though not a good 

mother, Jael initially appears to hold the standard mothering characteristics, including warmth and 

comfort. Seemingly, she takes care of Sisera and provides for him. However, her characterization 

as a “death mother” does not mean the text condemns her. She may be shrewd but, because of her 

shrewdness, she single-handedly takes down Israel’s threat. 

 

The Death Mother 

  Ultimately, the jury lingers undecided on what to make of Jael. Carolyn Sharp asks: 

“heroine or barbaric murderer? The history of interpretation of Jael is fractured by passionate 

ambivalence about her.”503 What, then, does this mean for dark humor? Jael’s story, like Ehud’s 

(Judg 3:12–30), is dark, but is it humorous? 

Authors adopt role reversals like those in the stories Ehud and Jael for a variety of reasons. 

Sometimes role reversals occur “to escalate the dramatic effect and reverse expectations, and 

sometimes to horrify and/or scare the audience.”504 In this case, though the implied audience may 

not experience horror, they would likely experience surprise. The cultural expectations do not 

naturally lead to this type of conclusion. Instead, the shock of the role reversal becomes darkly 

                                                 
502 Coraline, directed by Henry Selick (Portland: Laika, 2009), DVD. 
503 Sharp, Irony and Meaning in the Hebrew Bible, 103. See also Assis, “The Choice to Serve God and 

Assist His People,” 88. 
504 Järlemyr, “A Tale of Cross-Dressers, Mothers, and Murderers,” 57. 
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humorous because the plunderer has become the plundered and the conqueror has been conquered 

by the most unlikely of people. 

In mocking Sisera’s condition, especially when viewing him as a helpless child, this great 

military man and threat to all Israel becomes nothing before a woman with no known military 

prowess. Israel’s general may fear going to war with him, but Jael puts him to bed as if he were 

merely a fussy child. She then becomes the “death mother,” the antithesis of the life-giving mother: 

“instead of creeping up to him to make sure he is comfortable or to fix his blanket, as a real mother 

might, Jael creeps up to kill him. Instead of watching out for his life, she deals death.”505 Klaas 

Spronk echoes this idea of a death mother, even if he does not use that exact terminology. He 

describes the scene of one showing motherly care, where while Sisera asks for things, Jael simply 

acts as a mother would, and her final act is the subversion of all her previous care, where she kills 

him instead of protecting him like a real mother would.506  

Furthermore, Job 1:21 offers another image of “supernatural images of Death as a mother,” 

creating a link between motherhood and death, which is not uncommon in other ancient Near 

Eastern cultures.507 However, mothers are not limited to death imagery, but they also come in the 

form of monsters. For example, Tiamat threatens to kill her children, the midrashic Lilith murders 

infants despite being Adam’s first wife, and Medea kills and eats her children, and this idea even 

carries over to imagery in the Bible, such as Isa 28.508 In the case of Judg 4, Jael, as a “death 

mother,” subverts Sisera’s own expectations since he had entrusted his care and safety to her.  

Jael, as a strange woman, has the benefit of being part of Jabin’s allies, but must gain 

Sisera’s trust by other means. As a woman, she appears harmless but that alone does not guarantee 

Sisera’s confidence. Therefore, Jael takes on a mothering role to position herself as someone Sisera 

could intrinsically trust as he would his own mother.   

After taking advantage of this trust and killing Sisera, Jael nonchalantly goes to meet Barak 

with the intention of showing him Sisera’s body. What he sees echoes the story of the “sinister 

mother,” or as Tamber-Rosenau says, “instead of a peacefully sleeping infant, what he sees is a 

                                                 
505 Tamber-Rosenau, Women in Drag, 111. 
506 Klaas Spronk, Judges HCOT (Leuven: Peeters Publishers & Booksellers, 2019), 157. He makes this 

statement in contrast to the argument that Jael is a type of parallel to the prostitute in Provers 9:15–16.  
507 Christopher B. Hays, “Sheol as a Monster,” in The Oxford Handbook of Biblical Monsters, eds. John W. 

Morehead and Brandon Grafius (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2025), 228. Another example of this is found in 

the text on a sarcophagus of Merneptah where the Egyptian goddess Neith tells pharaoh that she is his mother and 

his coffin.  
508 Hays, “Sheol as a Monster,” 229. 
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grotesque parody: Sisera, reduced to a child in the last moments of his life, is lying down and 

tucked in, yes, but he has been pinned to the ground by a tent-peg through his head.”509 The 

audience remains unaware of what happened to Jael following this encounter or even if she 

receives a reward for her actions.  

Moreover, by understanding Jael’s characterization and the role of interpreters, one can 

note, along with Johanna Bos, “as Yael’s deceptiveness has been exaggerated, so both her victim’s 

helplessness and her violence receive an emphasis in the translations and commentaries which the 

text does not warrant. The violence of the story is disturbing, but so is all the violence which one 

encounters in the Bible, whether it is perpetrated by women or by men.”510 Some suggest that the 

violence was borne out of desperation as Jael was trying to stave off a would-be rapist or seeking 

revenge against a rape that already occurred.511 Instead of this view, Mark Boda and Mary Conway 

observe that “Jael’s actions are no more violent that those committed by men in the context of war, 

and she simply used the weapons available to her.”512 Though this is not the only time in Judges 

that a woman using household tools causes a warrior to come to a shameful end as Abimelech 

fears dying by the hands of a woman with a millstone (9:53–54).  

Jael functions as a warrior in battle. She uses trickery to put her target at ease and then kill 

him. The methods may differ, but the structure remains the same. These factors do not negate the 

dark humor of the account or Jael's characterization as a mother figure whose maternal role enables 

her deception. When considering the intertwined nature of comedy and violence in the Hebrew 

Bible, Jackson states, “violence permeates the Hebrew Bible, and it permeates the comedy of the 

Hebrew Bible.”513 Murphy echoes this sentiment, “Ehud and Jael are pragmatists in desperate 

situations; they are heroes and heroines on the lower reaches of a purgatorial comedy. In the 

assassinations of Eglon and Sisera, the narrator does not romanticize violence but spells out how 

the deed of death is done. This is underdog comedy: the humour must be cold, rather than hot-

blooded; laughter at death is grim.”514 Murphy aptly sums up the nature of humor within these 

stories by discussing how the author uses humor in connection to death. Neither story presents the 

                                                 
509 Tamber-Rosenau, Women in Drag, 114. 
510 Johanna Bos, “Out of the Shadows,” in Reasoning with the Foxes: Female Wit in a World of Male 

Power, eds. Exum, J. Cheryl, and Johanna W. H Van Wijk-Bos, Semeia 42 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988),52. 
511 See Boda and Conway, Judges: Longing for a Leader, 283. 
512 Boda and Conway, Judges: Longing for a Leader, 274. 
513 Jackson, Comedy and Feminist Interpretation of the Hebrew Bible, 230.  
514 Murphy, The Comedy of Revelation, 93.  
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character’s emotions, but “cold” seems a great descriptor of the plot and characters given the fast-

paced nature of the narratives.  

The humor here remains tied to the characterization of Jael. Jael’s gender plays into the 

humor as “she reverses the implicit expectations of her husband and the Israelite army, she reverses 

the expectations of the implied audience, and she reverses the expectations of the hapless 

Sisera.”515 This ironic subversion leads the reader into dark humor. The audience expects one 

thing, but they receive another. They expect Jael to lean into some type of traditional feminine 

role, and to some degree, they receive that in her mothering, but she goes beyond all expectations 

when she becomes a war hero. The humor in this passage is evidenced by the dramatic role reversal 

of the characters where Jael morphs in the “death mother,” and brutally kills Sisera.  

The humor from Judg 4 carries over into the poem where the audience learns that whereas 

some of the tribes of Israel failed to answer Deborah’s call, Jael, a foreign woman took up the 

mantle. This also provides a commentary on the state of Israelite society because whereas the tribes 

failed to show up when summoned, Jael, a foreign woman did more for Israel than them. In 

contrasting Jael to Israel, Israel is found lacking. Ultimately, Jael's actions embody the phrase sic 

semper tyrannis ("thus always to tyrants"), as she exemplifies how unlikely agents—like a foreign 

woman acting as a mother—can be employed by God to mercilessly crush despots and bring about 

justice from oppressive tyrants. 

                                                 
515 Sharp, Irony and Meaning in the Hebrew Bible, 103. 
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In his latest monograph, Jürgen Schulz offers a substantial interdisciplinary study of shame in the ancient 

Near East. His treatment brings biblical philology and Assyriology into sustained conversation and 

addresses methodological problems that have persisted in both fields for decades. The analysis centres 

on the Hebrew lexeme bôš and the Akkadian bâšu. 

Shame as a Social and Ethical Construct: A Cognitive-Semantic Reconstruction 

In the cultures of ancient Israel and Mesopotamia, shame (ׁבּוּש, bôš, in Hebrew; bâšu in Akkadian) 

denoted a social condition rather than a feeling in the modern sense. Schulz rejects the modern Western 

assumption that shame is primarily an inward, subjective emotion akin to guilt. He instead locates it 

within the ethical order of ancient society. On his reading, these lexemes function as cognitive markers: 

when they occur, they evoke a wider social and ethical frame shared across the ancient Near East. 

Schulz distinguishes the two concepts as follows. 

 The Hebrew Concept and the Loss of Social Honour :(bôš)בּוּשׁ  .1

In the Hebrew Bible, bôš does not denote an inward sense of shame understood as psychological 

discomfort or a troubled conscience. It marks a social catastrophe. 

-   Frustrated expectation. In Hebrew texts, bôš often occurs when an expectation has failed. A person 

who relies on an ally who does not come to his aid experiences bôš. The point is not embarrassment but 

public humiliation: the plan has collapsed, and the ally has abandoned the person who depended on him. 

-   Theological implication. When the Bible declares that those who hope in the Lord “shall not be put 

to shame” (lōʾ yēbōšû, לא יבשו), it does not promise freedom from psychological discomfort. It promises 

security. To be shamed before God is to suffer public defeat and be left without protection. The 

expression lōʾ yēbōšû generally concerns those who place their trust in God. Unlike cultural shame, 

which is social and external, biblical shame frequently acquires a theological dimension: those who trust 

God will not find their expectation confounded, because God remains their security. 

-   Objectivity. Bôš is manifested externally. It describes the status of a person whose hope has failed 

before the community. Modern anthropological models, many of which Schulz criticises, commonly 

understand shame as a social mechanism for regulating conduct. Biblical texts can move beyond this 

binary scheme. The use of lōʾ yēbōšû indicates that, in biblical theology, honour rests not on public 

opinion, as honour-shame theory often assumes, but on a relationship with God. Studies that confine 

biblical shame to a sociological framework therefore risk losing its distinctive theological depth. 

2. Bâšu: The Akkadian Concept and Political Erasure 

Akkadian, the language of the Assyrians and Babylonians, uses bâšu in a more rigid and often overtly 

political setting. 

-   Imperial humiliation. In Akkadian texts, particularly Neo-Assyrian royal inscriptions, bâšu marks the 

status of a defeated vassal. It is the shame of one who has violated a treaty with the emperor. 

-   Loss of identity. To become bâšu in the Akkadian world is to be reduced to nothing before royal 

power. Whereas Hebrew bôš often has a relational character, arising between allies, Akkadian bâšu more 

commonly belongs to a hierarchical relation between ruler and subordinate. 

-   Judicial and legal dimension. In Mesopotamian legal texts, bâšu may designate the condition of a 

person who has failed to discharge contractual obligations and is consequently subject to legal sanction. 

Akkadian also has two homonymous forms associated with bâšu: forms that sound alike but carry quite 

different meanings. The more common use denotes an ontological condition—being, existing, being 

present, or being available. It frequently indicates that something is present or taking place at the time 

of speaking; in a broader discourse context, it describes a state of affairs and is often attested in passages 

that record the occurrence or appearance of something. A separate usage, most often associated with the 

nouns bāštu or būštu, carries the sense of humiliation or being disgraced before an audience. Here the 
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term concerns an individual’s social and moral standing, emphasising the loss of dignity, exposure to 

public view, and the enduring mark this leaves on the person’s place in society. 

For Schulz, Akkadian bâšu provides a comparative control. It shows that ancient Near Eastern societies 

possessed a highly developed system of social ethics. Shame requires a public setting: no one becomes 

bâšu in isolation. There must be a stage—a court, battlefield, or council of elders. Shame also has an 

economic and political aspect, since it is often connected with failure to meet an obligation. It is 

exclusionary, removing a person from the circle of those regarded as honourable. In an Akkadian setting, 

this can amount to non-existence in the eyes of the royal administration or the divine order. Bâšu thus 

becomes a label for social death. A psychological reading obscures the severity of Mesopotamian 

imperial politics. Bâšu describes the loss of one’s place in the world, not a feeling of sadness. 

3. The Comparative Argument 

Schulz’s comparison supports three principal claims: 

1.  A shared semantic frame. Both lexemes participate in a cognitive frame of public exposure. Shame 

presupposes an audience. To be shamed is to be exposed to those who judge one’s failure. 

2.  Semantic differentiation. Akkadian bâšu more often denotes political defeat, whereas Hebrew bôš 

more frequently concerns a relational betrayal or frustrated reliance. In both cases, the decisive locus of 

shame is the community’s gaze rather than the individual’s inner life. 

3.  Distinction from guilt. Schulz carefully separates these terms from guilt, understood as transgression 

of a moral norm. They instead express a person’s loss of standing within the community. This distinction 

guards against reading Hebrew bôš through later Christian concepts of sin and repentance, which are 

more inward and individualised. 

Schulz’s study directly addresses the disciplinary isolation that has marked much earlier scholarship. 

The comparative method is necessary for an exact exegesis of ancient texts. Schulz’s underlying 

question is straightforward: how can the meaning of a word be established if it is examined within only 

one closed linguistic system? Biblical scholars have too often relied exclusively on the Hebrew corpus. 

Hebrew, however, is not an island but part of a wider Semitic linguistic and cultural world. Akkadian 

literature, much larger in extent and chronologically central to the ancient Near East, permits a 

recalibration of familiar interpretations. Royal inscriptions, diplomatic correspondence, and legal 

agreements provide access to the imperial frame within which shame could be understood. Hebrew texts 

often reflect a theology of covenant; Akkadian texts disclose the political operation of power. Their 

comparison enables Schulz to distinguish the culturally particular from the regionally shared. 

His central methodological hypothesis concerns the status of shame itself: is it a primordial and universal 

human emotion, or a sociocultural construct? Treating shame as an emotion experienced identically by 

all people in every period invites anachronism. Schulz argues that what modern readers call shame, 

often understood as psychological introspection, was experienced in Mesopotamia as a public loss of 

status. 

Specificity is therefore decisive. Shame is not a universal emotional constant but a broadly shared social 

mechanism whose content varies by culture. 

-   In Israel, the frame is filled by covenantal relations between Israel and God. 

-   In Assyria and Babylonia, it is filled by the hierarchical relation between vassal and emperor. 

Shame is culturally specific in its manifestation but general in its function: it regulates social conduct. 

The comparison achieves three further results. 

1.  It demystifies the text. Reading the two corpora together limits the possibility of an overly theological 

interpretation coloured by modern Western values. Akkadian evidence acts as a corrective to biblical 

interpretation. 
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2.  It strengthens the argument. Rather than positing a connection, Schulz seeks to demonstrate it through 

a comparative analysis of the slots within linguistic frames. 

3.  It establishes a programme for further research. Schulz presents comparative cognitive semantics as 

a demanding standard for future work. A biblical analysis that ignores Akkadian parallels remains, in 

his view, fundamentally incomplete. 

By incorporating the Mesopotamian tradition, Schulz both broadens the study’s horizon and tests the 

resilience of his method. If frame semantics can account with equal precision for Hebrew bôš and 

Akkadian bâšu, it becomes a plausible instrument for investigating ancient social consciousness more 

generally. 

The study consequently extends into ancient anthropology, where shame emerges as a precisely 

delineated social instrument rather than an undefined problem. 

Cognitive Precision 

For Schulz, translating bôš or bâšu as “shame” in its contemporary sense immediately produces an 

anachronism. 

His preferred reading can be stated succinctly: 

-   Do not begin with an emotion. 

-   Begin with a social position. 

-   When a text uses bôš, it is saying: “This person has been exposed to public humiliation; his social 

standing has been destroyed, and those around him witness his powerlessness.” 

This is the signal achievement of Schulz’s approach: philology becomes a means of seeing through 

ancient categories rather than imposing modern ones. 

1. Epistemological Transition: From Emotion to Social Reality 

Contemporary psychology commonly treats shame as a personal failure. Schulz’s analysis shows that 

ancient texts present it as a public status. 

-   Shame as an objective fact. To be shamed is to suffer public defeat, lose legal or social protection, or 

be excluded from the community. The condition is comparable to a loss of legal capacity. 

-   The absence of privacy. In the ancient setting, the inner world was inseparable from the external gaze. 

A person existed within the community; when the community ceased to recognise that person’s standing, 

the individual fell into shame. 

2. The Structure of Shame: Frames of Experience 

Using frame theory, Schulz identifies the constitutive elements, or slots, in each scene of shame: 

-   Experiencer: the subject who undergoes social degradation. 

-   Agent: the person or power that imposes shame, whether enemy, deity, or rival. 

-   Audience: a constitutive element. In antiquity, shame requires an audience. Without a community 

that perceives the defeat, shame cannot operate as a social sanction. 

-   Default values: communal expectations, including fidelity to the covenant, success in battle, and 

respect for the gods. The violation of these values activates shame as a consequence. 

3. Shame as an Instrument of Power: An Imperial Ethical Construct 

Through comparison with Akkadian evidence, particularly Neo-Assyrian inscriptions, Schulz exposes 

the political use of shame: 

-   Imperial ideology. Shame operates as an instrument of domination. When an Assyrian king shames 

a vassal, he effectively erases the vassal’s political agency. 
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-   Theological dimension. Biblical texts reinterpret this political mechanism. Israel’s shame frequently 

follows infidelity to God. Shame thereby becomes an ethical category connecting social status with 

religious obedience. Israel’s humiliation—its defeat by an enemy—signals a broken covenant. 

4. Critique of the Binary Stereotype 

Schulz’s most important contribution to the subject is his dismantling of the division between shame 

cultures and guilt cultures. 

-   Reductionism. He shows that this division is anachronistic. Ancient societies were complex and 

cannot be reduced to the category of external shame. 

-   Ethical complexity. Shame in these texts is neither primitive nor inferior. It is a sophisticated means 

of maintaining order, covenantal fidelity, and loyalty in a world where individual security depended on 

social cohesion. 

Why Is Shame a Foundational Construct? 

For Schulz, shame in Hebrew and Akkadian texts functions as a mechanism of social cohesion. It defines 

the boundaries of the community. To lack shame in the relevant moral sense is to stand outside society; 

to undergo shame is to acknowledge the force of the moral and political order. 

This approach does not imply that ancient people possessed a diminished sense of self. Rather, they 

understood personhood through collective responsibility. Within that social world, shame was among 

the most powerful means of preserving the community’s integrity before its gods and its enemies. 

Methodological Framework 

Schulz’s monograph marks a methodological turning point in the study of the emotional and social 

worlds of the ancient Near East. He replaces the traditional, often intuitive approach with a rigorous 

interdisciplinary framework. Its central contribution is the rejection of reductive anthropological 

paradigms, particularly the model of honour-shame cultures associated with Benedict and Mead, in 

favour of cognitive semantics and frame semantics. Schulz argues persuasively that previous studies 

often adopted an “American lens,” unconsciously projecting modern Western psychological concepts 

onto ancient texts. 

Drawing on Fillmore’s methodology and Dietrich Busse’s analytical work, Schulz develops a model of 

slots, fillers, and default values. This method reconstructs scenarios of shame as objective social 

realities—public humiliation, defeat, and loss of status—rather than treating them exclusively as 

subjective emotions. 

Contribution to the Field 

The book proceeds with an impressive degree of logical consistency: 

1.  History of research. A critical survey identifies the central lacuna in earlier scholarship. 

2.  Linguistic analysis. Schulz offers a precise examination of the Hebrew and Akkadian corpora. Neo-

Assyrian texts provide an essential comparative setting for understanding imperial ideology and the 

political dimension of shame. 

3.  Synthesis. Philological findings are integrated into a broader anthropological account, while cultural 

essentialism is avoided and the contextual variability of ancient experience remains in view. 

1. Comparative Method: Convergence and Divergence of Ethos 

Schulz uses comparison to test the validity of the opposition between honour and shame. 

-   Convergences. He identifies a shared cognitive frame in which shame entails social degradation. In 

both Hebrew and Akkadian traditions, bôš/bâšu functions as a public marker of lost status. In each 

system, shame is inseparable from failure to fulfil a social or political obligation, whether covenant or 

vassalage. 
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-   Divergences: the role of the deities. Schulz is particularly careful at this point. 

-   In Mesopotamian mythology, shame often arises from hierarchical determinism. The gods are 

absolute rulers, and shame constitutes the existential defeat of a person who has lost their favour. 

-   In the biblical tradition, shame acquires an ethical dimension through the covenantal relationship. 

Schulz argues that in Israel shame can function as an instrument of divine discipline: it is dynamic 

because God uses it to restore the people to loyalty. The direction therefore differs. Akkadian shame is 

principally a condition of defeat; biblical shame is often a summons to repentance. 

2. Philological Method: Semantic Precision against Lexicographical Superficiality 

The core of the book is a rigorous analysis of Hebrew bôš and Akkadian bâšu. Schulz moves beyond 

conventional lexicography in two respects: 

-   Cognitive semantics. Rather than supplying linear definitions, he treats words as cognitive markers 

that evoke particular semantic fields. 

-   Differentiation. He distinguishes the terms by genre, above all legal texts and prophetic discourse. In 

an Akkadian legal setting, the term may mark contractual failure; in Hebrew prophetic books, it can 

express theological abandonment. The distinction prevents a facile identification of these terms with 

modern psychological experiences of guilt. 

3. Sociocultural Context: Shame as a Legal and Ritual Regulator 

Schulz reads ancient texts not as repositories of abstract ideas but as documents rooted in social practice. 

This is one of the study’s strengths: it presents shame as an experienced cultural category. 

-   Law. Shame often carries legal consequences. In Mesopotamian legal collections, the violation of 

certain norms leads to public abasement confirmed by law. In this setting, shame operates as a sanction 

rather than a subjective feeling. 

-   Ritual. Schulz suggests that many rites of purification or abasement constitute the ritual removal of a 

condition of bôš. A person publicly shamed must undergo a rite before recovering social status and 

honour. 

-   Interpersonal relations. The texts reveal shame as a mechanism of social cohesion. It sustains loyalty 

between vassals and king, or between the individual and the community. Its preventive force lies in the 

threat of public humiliation, which helps secure compliance with treaties and moral codes. 

Schulz’s study combines philological analysis with socio-anthropological reconstruction. By bringing 

together comparative, philological, and contextual methods, he argues that shame is a fundamental 

social construct in ancient Near Eastern life. His contribution lies in turning ancient vocabulary into a 

detailed map of social reality. The book deserves close attention from scholars committed to 

methodological integrity in the exegesis of ancient texts. Although its subject is antiquity, its conclusions 

also have implications for current work in social psychology and ethics. 

Critical Assessment 

Schulz’s study exemplifies intellectual discipline. His sharp criticism of scholarly complacency and the 

superficial citation of modern theory makes the book especially valuable to readers working in biblical 

exegesis and hermeneutics. His methodological intervention requires readers to examine their 

assumptions and take responsibility for their treatment of ancient texts. 

The book’s specialist character will necessarily limit its readership, but its scholarly value is substantial. 

Schulz demystifies the emotional world of antiquity through a model that is testable, precise, and 

resistant to the anachronisms found in earlier scholarship. 

Methodological Contribution and the Ethics of Argument 

1. Scholarly Value: Innovation and Systematisation 
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Schulz systematises existing knowledge while also reorienting the field. His survey of earlier 

literature—Pedersen, Stiebert, and the Context Group—is extensive, but the book’s principal value lies 

in this methodological reorientation. 

Earlier studies dealt chiefly with ideas about shame. Schulz introduces a cognitive-semantic method that 

makes it possible to examine the text through slots and frames. Alongside organising the philological 

evidence, he develops an instrument for interpreting it in a manner open to verification. The gain is 

epistemological rigour: exegesis is recast from intuitive apprehension as an analytical procedure. 

2. Strength of the Argument: Balance within the Comparative Corpus 

Biblical studies have often instrumentalised Akkadian texts as background material for the Hebrew 

canon. Schulz avoids this familiar problem. 

-   Symmetry of sources. The Hebrew and Akkadian corpora are treated as equal partners in the inquiry. 

Schulz does not enlist Akkadian texts merely to confirm the meaning of Hebrew bôš. Instead, he 

analyses both systems as parts of a broader, shared cultural and cognitive space. 

-   Imperial-covenantal dialectic. Although the Hebrew texts provide the book’s principal thread, the 

Akkadian materials, especially Neo-Assyrian vassal treaties, retain their own analytical integrity. The 

comparison discloses the imperial character of shame. Its strength lies in Schulz’s refusal to let either 

tradition absorb the other; the tension between them remains productive throughout. 

3. Interdisciplinarity and the Critique of Honour-Shame Theory 

In 2026, the Context Group’s theories of honour-shame culture face sustained postcolonial and 

methodological scrutiny. Schulz writes as an informed critic of this tradition. 

-   Distance from essentialism. He explicitly rejects the binary models associated with Malina and 

Neyrey. Theories of honour-shame culture are treated as historical products of mid-twentieth-century 

anthropology that now restrict the text more often than they illuminate it. 

-   Anthropological precision. Schulz draws on anthropological theory, especially the contemporary 

cognitive models of Busse and Ziem, to clear away accumulated stereotypes. He does not discard 

anthropology but reformulates its contribution, moving from a static honour-shame system to dynamic 

cognitive frames. 

-   Postcolonial awareness. Schulz recognises the danger of an “American gaze” in this scholarship. His 

interdisciplinary method brings linguistics, ancient history, and cognitive science together while 

retaining philological precision as the governing criterion. 

The limitations of Stiebert’s approach clarify what Schulz seeks to overcome. 

1. The Problem: A Methodological Pendulum 

The field has been caught in a false dichotomy: 

-   Position A: the static cultural-anthropological model. In the work of Neyrey and Malina, ancient 

society appears as a fixed honour-shame culture. The model is anachronistic because it imposes a 

modern Mediterranean stereotype on ancient Israelites, as though they operated like contemporary rural 

communities in Greece or Sicily. 

-   Position B: Stiebert’s psychological model. In reaction to that static account, Stiebert moves to the 

opposite pole. Drawing on Thomas Scheff, she treats shame as an intimate, inward emotion. This 

individualises the ancient person, turning that person into a modern subject who feels shame deep within 

the psyche. 

Both positions miss the mark. One makes the ancient person a statistical instance of a social value; the 

other turns that person into a modern patient of psychoanalysis. Both neglect the text and its linguistic 

specificity. 

2. Schulz’s Solution: The Text as an Objective Reality 
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Schulz addresses the problem through cognitive semantics. He does not ask what the ancient person felt, 

as a psychological approach might, or simply what kind of culture that person inhabited, as an 

anthropological model might. His question is linguistic: how does this word function within the language 

system of its time? 

This position corrects earlier approaches in three ways: 

-   Abandoning psychologisation. Schulz is not primarily concerned with whether a prophet felt ashamed. 

For him, bôš is a social designation. A prophetic use of the term reports an objective condition to the 

community—for example, that an alliance has failed. 

-   Abandoning anthropological stereotypes. Schulz does not rely on Mediterranean models. He uses the 

Akkadian corpus as an internal cultural comparator. Shame in the Bible, he argues, operates through the 

same linguistic mechanism as in Mesopotamian imperial literature: social exclusion and humiliation. 

-   Treating shame as a frame. Within frame semantics, shame is neither a value in the honour-shame 

opposition nor an emotion in the psychological sense. It is a social frame activated when an event 

disrupts the ordinary course of communal life. 

How Does Schulz Deconstruct Stiebert’s Approach? 

On Schulz’s account, Stiebert’s approach fails at two points: 

1.  It misconstrues the function of the text. For Stiebert, prophetic texts are evidence of emotions. For 

Schulz, they are communicative acts that employ lexemes to define the audience’s reality. 

2.  It underestimates social logic. Stiebert’s psychologisation obstructs access to the public character of 

biblical shame. If shame is only an emotion, it remains private. In the Bible, however, shame is a public 

event and must therefore be analysed as a social sanction rather than an act of introspection. 

Schulz counters Stiebert’s subjectivism and the reductionism of anthropological models by returning to 

the text as a linguistic fact. Shame identifies a condition within social space when an alliance or status 

is compromised. Semantic precision takes the place of an assumed psychological depth. 

Conclusion to the Review 

Schulz’s study differs from general surveys of social values in antiquity. It is a methodologically 

revisionary monograph that requires scholars to justify each interpretative step. The argument is 

carefully balanced, and the interdisciplinary method repositions biblical philology as a modern field 

capable of using advanced cognitive models in its treatment of ancient shame. 

Shame in the Worlds of the Hebrew Bible and Akkadian Texts is among the more important recent 

contributions to biblical studies. Its combination of rigorous philology and cognitive linguistics will 

make it a point of reference for future work on the semantics of emotion and social norms in the ancient 

Near East. Schulz’s monograph is an ambitious attempt to redefine the semantic field of shame. It rejects 

the conventional and often anachronistic interpretation of shame as either a subjective emotion or a static 

anthropological construct, the so-called honour-shame culture, and replaces it with analysis grounded 

in cognitive semantics and frame theory. 

Through detailed comparison of the Hebrew Bible and Akkadian Mesopotamian traditions, Schulz 

presents shame as an objective social and political sanction. The work exposes methodological problems 

in earlier biblical scholarship and develops a model in which shame denotes public loss of status and 

social death rather than an introspective psychological category. 

Principal Findings 

-   Shame as a social frame. In ancient texts, shame is a status activated before an audience, not a feeling 

located in the heart. It reinforces social cohesion and sustains loyalty to both covenantal and imperial 

orders. 
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-   The imperial dimension of bâšu. Akkadian texts show how shame could become an instrument of 

Neo-Assyrian foreign policy, used to humiliate vassals and erase their political identity. 

-   A critique of psychological reductionism. Schulz rejects readings such as Stiebert’s that psychologise 

prophetic texts. Biblical shame is consistently related to the public breach of covenant with God. 

-   Cognitive precision. The model of slots and fillers makes scenes of shame analytically explicit and 

places the discussion on verifiable methodological ground. 

Personal Assessment 

The study rewards readers who value philological accuracy and methodological economy. Schulz clears 

away exhausted theoretical models with unusual precision. More importantly, he changes the 

instruments with which the material is read: the reader moves from passive reception of inherited 

interpretations to active scrutiny of the assumptions that govern them. 

The book presupposes substantial knowledge, particularly of lexicology, methodology, and linguistics. 

Yet the exposition is balanced, clear, and logically controlled. Each chapter contributes to a cumulative 

argument whose stages remain visible to the reader. 

The work’s intellectual force derives from the clarity it brings to a complex problem that has occupied 

scholars for decades. It sharpens the questions that govern the discussion and provides reasoned answers. 

The book is an impressive achievement in philological method and a valuable source of guidance for 

exacting work in ancient-text exegesis. 

Critical Appraisal: Methodological Challenges in Reconstructing Ancient Concepts of Shame 

Schulz’s monograph is an ambitious effort to reposition biblical philology by adopting cognitive 

semantics and frame theory as primary exegetical tools. Its treatment of Hebrew bôš and Akkadian bâšu 

provides a methodological corrective to established anthropological paradigms. The argument is 

disciplined and innovative. Its proposed method, however, also raises serious questions about its own 

limits. 

Methodological Risks: Instrumentalisation and Reductionism 

Schulz’s central contribution, the model of slots and fillers, may also be his method’s principal 

weakness. He successfully counters the psychological reductionism of earlier scholarship, including 

Stiebert’s work, but risks replacing it with linguistic determinism. Treating ancient lexemes as cognitive 

markers that activate fixed social scenes can dehumanise the text. When emotionally charged terms are 

reduced to functional social sanctions, the analysis may lose the excess of meaning that does not fit 

within a strictly delimited frame. 

The representativeness of the comparative corpus also requires scrutiny. Schulz offers a reasoned 

defence of Akkadian material on the basis of a shared cognitive space. Even so, selecting Akkadian texts 

as the primary corrective to the biblical corpus remains an interpretative decision. The Akkadian 

imperial model, in which shame acts chiefly as a political instrument for erasing identity, may become 

so powerful that the distinctively biblical covenant with God is reduced to a form of vassalage. 

The Limits of a “Pure” Cognitive Approach 

Schulz practises commendable scholarly caution in attempting to distinguish social status, emotion, and 

linguistic meaning. Yet those distinctions may owe more to modern academic operationalisation than to 

ancient consciousness. His analysis is precise, but its consistency becomes harder to sustain in 

ambivalent poetic or theological passages, where linguistic fact and subjective experience cannot be 

cleanly separated. 

Schulz rightly argues that ancient people did not experience this category through the concepts of 

modern psychology. Nevertheless, the limited place given to emotional surplus remains open to 

question. Even if shame was primarily a social sanction, it may still have involved a profound personal 
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state. Such an experience need not have been psychologised in a modern manner to form an integral part 

of human life. 

The Frame as Scaffolding, Not Confinement 

These reservations do not invalidate Schulz’s monograph. They suggest that its method is best 

understood as scaffolding. The book’s value lies in setting a new threshold for biblical studies and in 

moving exegesis from intuitive interpretation towards a system of claims that can be tested against 

evidence. 

Three points deserve emphasis: 

1.  Representativeness. The model should be tested against a wider corpus, including texts not directly 

connected with imperial or legal structures. 

2.  Integration. Future studies could extend Schulz’s findings by bringing the cognitive approach into 

conversation with phenomenological perspectives, thereby addressing emotional meanings that are not 

fully institutionalised. 

3.  Accessibility. Despite its specialist register, the book is foundational for scholars seeking precision. 

It nevertheless requires critical extension if the cognitive frame is not to become a closed structure. 

The debate exposes a basic dilemma: can the ancient world be understood without imposing some kind 

of frame? 

-   Schulz at least acknowledges the cognitive frame as a methodological construct. In this respect, he 

differs from earlier scholars who presented their modern lenses as objective truth. 

-   His work does not end the debate but establishes a new point of departure. Its methodological rigour 

is such that even scholars who reject his conclusions will need to engage the evidence and categories 

through which those conclusions are argued. 

The model is therefore not a prefabricated scheme that necessarily smothers the text. It is scaffolding 

for a more exact reading of ancient social reality. Used uncritically, however, it can harden into a self-

contained system. 

Schulz’s work is important to current debate, but its pure cognitive method should be employed with 

critical distance if the theological and anthropological complexity of ancient texts is to be preserved. 

The claim that the book establishes a new threshold is persuasive; critical discussion must nonetheless 

move beyond admiration for methodological rigour. 

The Reduction of Scholarship to Technical Procedure 

The danger inherent in establishing a new methodological threshold is methodological imperialism. If 

every subsequent objection is required to use the same analytical instruments, Schulz’s epistemological 

frame may determine how a text is interpreted and which humanistic approaches count as legitimate. 

Phenomenological, existential, and literary-aesthetic readings then risk dismissal as insufficiently 

scientific or incapable of verification. 

-   Methodological closure. If scholarly debate is confined to refining slots and sharpening frames, there 

is less room for questions that resist quantification or systematic classification. A method designed to 

open the text may become a constraint, limiting truth to what its semantic model can measure. 

-   The interpreter’s subjectivity. Schulz presents his method as objective, yet every cognitive model 

remains susceptible to the researcher’s cultural assumptions. Declaring the method a standard can 

obscure the fact that the very definition of a frame is partly subjective and shaped by a modern Western 

scholarly paradigm. 

The Challenge of Excess Meaning 

The central critical difficulty is the limited capacity of frame semantics to accommodate what biblical 

scholarship often calls an excess of meaning. 
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-   Poetic and theological irreducibility. Ancient texts, especially prophetic and poetic works, frequently 

operate through ambiguity, metaphor, and affect. An insistence on logical consistency may cause such 

features to appear as noise to be filtered out rather than as essential elements of textual meaning. 

-   The human dimension of ancient experience. If ancient people are reduced to subjects who merely 

activate social frames—shame as status or punishment—the human drama of biblical figures recedes. 

The method may then replace one anachronism with another: instead of dismantling modern projections, 

it risks projecting a rational, cognitively organised modern subject onto people who may have 

experienced the world in less systematic ways. 

Conclusion: Captive to the Method? 

If scholars must adopt Schulz’s instruments in order to formulate disagreement, free scholarly debate 

may give way to methodological hegemony. The new threshold could narrow the development of 

biblical studies by confining it to a cognitive corridor from which departure is treated as a failure of 

rigour. Progress will depend not on accepting Schulz’s tools as universal, but on identifying the points 

at which they fail under pressure from texts that remain larger than any semantic frame. 

Recommendation 

Jürgen Schulz’s monograph sets a demanding standard for humanistic scholarship. It will be relevant to 

biblical scholars, Assyriologists, ancient historians, and literary theorists, especially those who have 

reached the limits of twentieth-century anthropological debates and seek a more exact, cognitively 

informed method of rereading ancient texts. 

For master’s and doctoral students in theology, history, and ancient languages, the book is a valuable 

resource. It serves both as a scholarly reference and as a methodological guide, modelling discipline, 

precision, and ethical responsibility towards ancient sources. Schulz shows how the complexity of 

emotionally charged terms can be studied without essentialism or anachronism and with sustained 

respect for linguistic evidence. 

The book warrants close reading by scholars committed to precision in this field. It expands the reader’s 

knowledge while sharpening the habits of research, encouraging scrutiny of inherited models and a more 

exact account of the ancient world. Schulz’s monograph invites reconsideration of the structures that 

govern interpretation and should remain a significant point of reference for future research. 

Skopje, 16 June 2026 
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Note on transliteration: Arabic is transliterated following a modified system of the International Journal of  

Middle East Studies (IJMES); Hebrew follows general scholarly conventions, with ʿ for  ʿayin and ʾ for 

aleph. Usage is consistent throughout.

1. Introduction

Few categories  carry  the  theological  weight  of  covenant.  In  the  Hebrew Bible,  the  term  brit 

organizes the whole drama of the relationship between God and Israel: it is the instrument of creation’s 

preservation after the flood, the ground of the promise to the patriarchs, the constitution given at Sinai, and 

the hope of a renewed and interiorized bond announced by the prophets. In the Qurʾan, an equally dense 

vocabulary of pledge and pact—ʿahd, mīthāq, ʿaqd—binds humanity to its Lord from before the beginning 

of time and binds the prophets and their communities to one another across history. That two scriptural 

traditions, emerging from the same Semitic world and in self-conscious relation to one another, should each 

place covenant at the center of their account of God and humanity is not a coincidence to be noted and set  

aside. It is an invitation to comparison.

This essay accepts that invitation, but it does so with a philological discipline that the comparison 

has too often lacked. Its first claim is deliberately modest and precise: the Hebrew brit and the Arabic 

mīthāq are not etymological cognates. They share no consonantal root; they descend from different lexical 

families; and any argument that rests on a supposed linguistic kinship between them rests on sand. Yet—and 

this  is  the  essay’s  second and larger  claim—within the  shared conceptual  vocabulary of  the  Semitic 

religions, brit and mīthāq are exact functional counterparts. Each names the solemn, ratified, binding pact by 

which a relationship of mutual obligation is established and sealed under God. To read them together is to 

recover a common covenantal grammar: a shared way of imagining how God and a human community, and 

how human communities among themselves, may be bound in faithfulness.

The essay’s third claim is historical and theological. It takes as its central case the document Western 

scholarship calls the Constitution of Medina—the Ṣaḥīfat al-Madīna or “umma document”—and argues 

that this foundational text of Islamic political life is best understood as a covenantal charter, one that 

constitutes a single political community while explicitly preserving the religious distinctiveness of the 

Jewish groups party to it. In this gesture, the Medinan compact instantiates what I have elsewhere called 

covenantal pluralism: the conviction, grounded in the covenantal traditions themselves, that a binding 

common order and the integrity of distinct religious communities are not rivals but partners.1 The final claim 

1 This article continues my studies on play, games, and toys in Jewish society. Many of these studies are collected in Joshua 
Schwartz, Jews and Christians in Roman-Byzantine Palestine, History, Daily Life and Material Culture, Vol. II, History, Society 
and the Land of the Jews (Bern: Peter Lang, 2018), 337-521. See also Joshua Schwartz, "Encounters in the Playground: Jewish 
and Christian Children at Play in Roman-Byzantine Palestine, " in Sanctifying Texts, Transforming Rituals: Encounters in 
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follows from the third. If covenant can be read as an idiom of dialogue rather than supersession—if the later 

covenant renews rather than cancels the earlier—then the shared covenantal heritage of Jews and Muslims is 

not merely an interesting parallel but the very grammar that made possible centuries of creative intellectual 

and spiritual symbiosis.

The argument proceeds in seven movements. It begins with the ancient Near Eastern matrix from 

which biblical covenant drew its forms, then traces the semantic field of the Hebrew brit and the Qurʾanic 

mīthāq in  turn.  A  central  philological  section  establishes  the  functional-but-not-cognate  relationship 

between the two terms. The essay then turns to the Constitution of Medina, presents the major interpretive 

debate over its treatment of the Jews without artificially resolving it, and develops the theology of covenant 

as dialogue. It closes by substantiating—carefully, and in a deliberately balanced register—the claim that  

this shared covenantal heritage underwrote real and lasting flourishing.

2. Covenant in the Ancient Near Eastern World

Covenant was not invented at Sinai. It was the common political and legal language of the ancient 

Near East, the ordinary means by which kings bound vassals, parties sealed agreements, and obligations 

were made enforceable under the sanction of the gods. The decisive scholarly recognition of this fact 

belongs to George Mendenhall, whose 1954 studies argued that the covenant traditions of early Israel had 

borrowed the form of the suzerain-vassal treaty known from Hittite diplomatic archives.2 Building on Viktor 

Korošec’s analysis of Hittite state treaties, Mendenhall identified a recurring formulary: a preamble naming 

the great king, a historical prologue rehearsing his past benefactions, the stipulations binding the vassal, 

provision for the document’s deposition and periodic public reading, a list of divine witnesses, and a closing 

series of blessings and curses.3 The structure of the covenant at Sinai—and still more clearly the structure of 

the book of Deuteronomy and the covenant ceremony of Joshua 24—maps onto this formulary with a 

precision that cannot be accidental.

Moshe Weinfeld refined the picture by distinguishing two ancient Near Eastern legal instruments 

that the biblical traditions had drawn upon. The first was the conditional suzerain-vassal treaty, in which the 

Liturgical Studies, ed.  Paul van Gest, Marcel Poorthuis and Els Rose, (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 349-365, Joshua Schwartz, "The 
Play’s the Thing: Toys in Ancient Jewish Society—Visualizing through the Words of the Rabbis," Images 12 (1) (2019), 7-19 ( 
https://brill.com/view/journals/ima/12/1/article-p7_2.xml), Joshua Schwartz,   “God and Wisdom at Play: Jewish and 
Christian Interpretations of Proverbs 8:30-31,” Revue des études juives 184 (1-2) (2025), 157-176 and “Jews and Christians 
Playing at Religion from Ancient to Modern Times,” to appear in the Peter J. Tomson Festschrift volume.  

2 See, in general, the classic Antonia Fraser, Dolls (London: Octopus Books Limited, 1973). See also the podcast series, “Her 
Half of History: From Venus to Barbie (a history of dolls) (https://herhalfofhistory.com/2023/10/12/11-4-from-venus-to-
barbie-a-history-of-dolls/). 
3 See the literature cited in Mary Harlow, “Toys, Dolls, and the Material Culture of Childhood,” in The Oxford Handbook 
of Childhood and Education in the Classical World, ed. Judith Evans Grubbs and Tim Parkin (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2013), 329-330. 

https://herhalfofhistory.com/2023/10/12/11-4-from-venus-to-barbie-a-history-of-dolls/
https://herhalfofhistory.com/2023/10/12/11-4-from-venus-to-barbie-a-history-of-dolls/
https://brill.com/view/journals/ima/12/1/article-p7_2.xml


European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 2 (2026)

299

inferior party undertook obligations on pain of curse; this was the model for the Mosaic covenant, with its 

imperatives and its sanctions. The second was the unconditional royal grant, by which a king rewarded a 

faithful servant with a gift—land, or a dynasty—that bound the giver rather than the recipient.  This, 

Weinfeld argued, was the model for the covenants with Abraham and with David, in which God obligates 

himself by oath to a perpetual promise.4 The distinction matters for the present argument, because it shows 

that  even within a  single  tradition covenant  was a  flexible  instrument,  capable  of  expressing both  a  

demanding mutuality and an unconditional gift.

Mendenhall’s thesis has not gone unchallenged, and intellectual honesty requires that the challenges 

be registered. Critics have pointed out that the fullest formal parallels to the biblical covenant come not from 

the second-millennium Hittite treaties but from first-millennium Neo-Assyrian instruments, above all the 

Succession Treaty of Esarhaddon of 672 BCE, whose resemblance to Deuteronomy 28 is especially close. 

This has suggested to many scholars a later, seventh-century horizon for the developed covenant formulary, 

and  to  some—most  forcefully  Ernest  Nicholson—a doubt  whether  the  Sinai  tradition  was  originally 

conceived in treaty terms at all.56 These debates concern the dating and direction of borrowing; they do not 

disturb the basic finding that covenant in Israel was articulated through the shared legal vocabulary of its 

world. That finding is what licenses the comparison this essay pursues. If biblical covenant was from the  

outset a Semitic and ancient Near Eastern idiom rather than a Hebrew peculiarity, then the appearance of a 

structurally analogous covenant theology in the Qurʾan—another product of the Semitic religious world—

belongs to the same broad history of ideas, even where there is no question of direct literary dependence.

3. The Hebrew Brit: Semantic Field and the Cutting of Covenant

The etymology of brit is genuinely uncertain, and the candor of the standard reference literature on 

this point is itself instructive. Weinfeld’s authoritative entry surveys the principal proposals: derivation from 

4 See in detail Mattia Thibault, “Lotman and Play: For a Theory of Playfulness Based on the Semiotics of Culture,” Sign 
System Studies 44, no.3 (December 2016), 295-325, and esp. 303-305. The general literature on dolls from a variety of 
perspectives is voluminous. See, e.g., Miriam Forman-Brunell, “Interrogating the Meanings of Dolls,” Girlhood Studies 5, no. 
1 (2012): 3-13, https://doi.org/10.3167/GHS.2012.050102; Miriam Forman-Brunell and Jennifer Sawn Whitney, eds., Doll 
Studies: The Many Meanings of Girls’ Toys and Play (New York: Peter Lang, 2015) and Miriam Forman-Brunell, ed., 
Deconstructing Dolls: Girlhood and Meanings of Play (Oxford/New York: Berghan Books, 2021). See also Anna Chernaya, 
“Girls’ Play with Dolls and Doll-Houses in Various Cultures,” in Leon T. B. Jackson, et. al., eds., Toward Sustainable 
Development Through Nurturing Diversity: Proceedings from the 21st International Congress of the International Association 
for Cross-Cultural Psychology, 2014, https://doi.org/10.4087/HDVO9045. 
5 On dolls in the ancient Near East and in ancient Israel see Kristine Henriksen Garroway, Growing Up in Ancient Israel: 
Children in Material Culture and Biblical Texts (Atlanta; SBL Press; Archaeology and Biblical Studies 23, 2018), 210-211 and 
Rona S. Avissar Lewis, Children in Antiquity: Archaeological Perspectives on Children and Childhood in the Land of Israel 
(Rishon LeZion: University of Haifa Press-Miskal-Yedioth Ahronoth Books and Chemed Books, 2019), 126-129, 132, 146-
149 (Hebrew). 
6 See Schwartz, Jews and Christians, Vol. II, 375-394 (= Joshua Schwartz, “Ishmael at Play; On Exegesis and Jewish Society,” 
Hebrew Union College Annual, 66 [1995], 203-221). The rabbis describe Ishamel playing at sacrifice, offering up locusts on a 
“toy” altar. The rabbis were horrified by this type of play.

https://doi.org/10.4087/HDVO9045
https://doi.org/10.3167/GHS.2012.050102
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the Akkadian noun birītu, “bond, fetter, clasp”; from the Akkadian preposition birīt, “between”; or from a 

Hebrew root b-r-h, “to eat,” with reference to the covenant meal.7 Weinfeld himself favored the first, 

yielding a primary sense of  brit as “bond” and hence “obligation” or “imposition,” a meaning he set 

alongside the Akkadian riksu and the Hittite išḫiul, both meaning “bond,” and the Latin vinculum fidei. The 

difficulty, as Ernst Kutsch observed, is that one does not “cut” a fetter, and the dominant Hebrew idiom for 

making a covenant is precisely kārat berît—“to cut a covenant.” The lesson is the one James Barr taught a 

generation of biblical scholars: meaning is governed by usage, not by a contested and possibly irrecoverable 

etymology.8 For the comparative purposes of this essay, what matters is not the deep prehistory of the word 

but the shape of its use.

And in use,  brit is overwhelmingly something one  cuts. The verb  kārat (“to cut, sever”) is the 

standard verb of covenant-making, with close Aramaic parallels in the eighth-century Sefire treaties, where 

the cognate idiom  gzr ʿdyʾ likewise speaks of “cutting” a treaty.9 The ritual logic behind the idiom is 

displayed unforgettably in Genesis 15. Abram is commanded to bring a heifer, a goat, a ram, a turtledove, 

and a pigeon; he cuts the animals in two and arranges the halves opposite one another; and as darkness falls a 

smoking oven and a flaming torch—figuring the divine presence alone—pass between the pieces. The rite is 

a self-maledictory oath: the party who passes between the severed animals invokes upon himself their fate 

should he break faith.10 What is theologically arresting about Genesis 15 is that God alone passes through, 

binding himself by the most solemn of oaths to the promise of land and progeny. Here covenant is not a yoke 

laid upon the human party but a gift the divine party guarantees with his own self-curse.

The biblical covenants are not uniform, and the tradition’s own vocabulary marks their differences. 

The covenant with Noah after the flood is universal in scope, embracing “all flesh” and signed by the bow 

set in the clouds; tellingly, it is established (heqîm) rather than cut, as befits a unilateral divine pledge to the 

7 Kate McK Elderkin ,“Jointed Dolls in Antiquity” American Journal of Archaeology 34 no. 4 (1930), 455-479. The Roman 
poet Persius (42-62 CE) mocks this custom, saying that the dolls are useless to Venus (Saturae 2:68-70). 
8 Maria Sommer and Dion Sommer, “Archaeology and Developmental Psychology: A Brief Survey of Ancient Athenian 
Toys,” American Journal of Play 9 no. 3 (2017), 341-355. See also Hautala, “Ancient Romans”. 

9 Fanny Dolansky, “Playing with Gender: Girls, Dolls, and Adult Ideals in the Roman World,” Classical Antiquity, 31 no. 2 
(2012), 256-292. See also Genevieve Warwick, “Playing with Dolls- Art Effigy, Agency,” in Art History Now: Objects, 
Concepts, Approaches, ed., Geraldine Johnson, (London: Routledge 2026), 417-433 and Mary Harlow, “Toys, Dolls, and the 
Material Culture of Childhood,” in The Oxford Handbook of Childhood and Education in the Classical World, ed., Judith 
Evans Grubbs and Tim Parkin, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 322-340 and esp. 329-337. From time to time there 
were trends to try and avoid nudity in dolls, whether by adding britches in some Christian dolls, which would prevent looking 
under dresses or having them already clothed. This though prevented the personal touch as well as the making of or buying doll 
clothes or accessories. See Svetlana Hautala, “Why Did the Ancient Romans Put Toys in their Children’s Graves? 
Interpretations from the Era of Antiquarianism to 20th Century Anthropology,” in Agents and Objects, Children in Pre-Modern 
Europe, ed.  Katariina Mustakallio and Jussi Hanska, Acta Instituti Romani Finlandiae 42, (2015), 179-199.
10 See Elderkin, “Jointed Dolls,” and Frauke Gutschke, “Greek Terracotta Dolls: Between the Domestic and Religious Sphere,” 
in Hellenistic and Roman Terracottas, ed. Giorgos Papantoniou, Demetrios Michaelides and Maria Dikomitou-Eliadou 
(Leiden: Brill, 2019), 215-222. 
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whole created order.11 The covenant with Abraham, as we have seen, takes the form of an unconditional 

grant of land and descendants; so too the covenant with David, which promises an everlasting dynasty and 

which Weinfeld read against  the language of  Neo-Assyrian royal  grants.12 The covenant at  Sinai,  by 

contrast, is the great conditional covenant, framed in the imperatives of the Decalogue and the covenant 

code and sealed with blood and with the people’s assent. And the prophets, confronting the rupture of that  

covenant, look beyond it: Jeremiah announces a “new covenant” written not on tablets of stone but on the  

heart, an interiorized bond that will not be broken.13 Across this range—universal and particular, conditional 

and unconditional, external and interior—brit remains the single, supple category through which Israel 

thinks the bond between God and his people.

4. The Qurʾanic Mīthāq: The Firmness of the Bond

The Qurʾan is, to a degree not always appreciated, a covenantal scripture. Words pertaining to 

covenant occur well over a hundred times in its text, and two terms dominate the field. The first is ʿahd (from 

the root ʿ-h-d, “to enjoin, to charge, to pledge”); the second is mīthāq, from the root w-th-q, “to be firm, 

trustworthy, securely bound.” The morphology is itself eloquent: a mīthāq is, etymologically, that which is 

made firm and trustworthy, a bond ratified and sealed. Joseph Lumbard, in the most important recent study 

of the subject, counts ʿahd twenty-nine times as a noun and mīthāq twenty-five times, and shows that the 

exegetical tradition treats the two as synonyms—much as the Hebrew brit can designate both a pact between 

human parties and the bond between God and humanity.14 A subsidiary vocabulary of ʿaqd (“contract”), iṣr 

(“burden”), and amāna (“trust”) fills out the semantic field.

The Qurʾanic covenants are layered, and the layering is the key to their theology. At the deepest level 

stands the primordial covenant of Q 7:172, the “Day of Alast.” “And when thy Lord took from the Children 

of Adam, from their loins, their progeny, and made them bear witness concerning themselves—‘Am I not 

your Lord?’ (alastu bi-rabbikum)—they said, ‘Yea, we bear witness.’” In this pre-temporal scene the whole 

of humanity, drawn from the loins of Adam, acknowledges the lordship of God and contracts an obligation 

that precedes and underlies every later covenant. Gerhard Böwering has shown how this verse became the  

fulcrum of Qurʾanic interpretation for the primordial covenant, and how in the hands of the early mystics it 

11 See also Lizz Hayes, “Moulding the Maiden in Ancient Greece,” 
(https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/classics/warwickclassicsnetwork/publicengagement/studentengagement/storiesofobjects/blog/
maiden/), and E-J Graham, “Wax Infant Votives in Cyprus: Ancient and Modern Parallels,” The Votives Project: Offerings to 
the Gods from Antiquity to the Present, September 13, 2018 (https://thevotivesproject.org/2018/09/13/wax-). 
12 See in general Brigitte Pitarakis, (2021). “Toys, Childhood, and Material Culture in Byzantium,” in Ludics, ed. Vassiliki 
Rapti and Eric Gordon (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 251-255 on dolls, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-7435-1_12. 
13 Hautala, “Ancient Romans”.
14 “Medieval Dolls: Aelflaed of the Weald (India Ollerenshaw), 2002 (https://     wotnot.squanderlings.com/doco/dolls.html  ). 

https://wotnot.squanderlings.com/doco/dolls.html
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-7435-1_12
https://thevotivesproject.org/2018/09/13/wax-
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/classics/warwickclassicsnetwork/publicengagement/studentengagement/storiesofobjects/blog/maiden/
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/classics/warwickclassicsnetwork/publicengagement/studentengagement/storiesofobjects/blog/maiden/
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grounded an entire metaphysics of the soul’s pre-eternal knowledge of its Lord.15 Wadād al-Qāḍī has 

stressed its anthropological function: the mīthāq of Alast establishes human accountability, so that no one 

may plead ignorance of God on the day of judgment, and the prophets are sent through history not to impose 

a  new obligation but  to  remind humanity  of  the  one it  already contracted upon the  fiṫra,  the  innate 

disposition with which every human being is born.1617

Above this primordial covenant the Qurʾan sets a covenant of the prophets. In Q 3:81 and Q 33:7 

God takes a mīthāq from the prophets that they will worship God, summon others to do so, and confirm and 

support one another; Q 33:7 is, with the marriage bond of Q 4:21, one of only two covenants the Qurʾan 

dignifies with the epithet mīthāq ghalīẓ, a “weighty” or “solemn covenant.”18 And beneath the covenant of 

the prophets stand the particular covenants with particular communities, of which the most frequently 

invoked is the covenant with the Children of Israel. “O Children of Israel,” God commands in Q 2:40,  

“fulfill My covenant, and I shall fulfill your covenant”; Q 5:12 recalls how “God took a mīthāq from the 

Children of Israel” and raised up among them twelve leaders.19 These passages are not incidental. They 

show the Qurʾan constructing its own covenantal theology in explicit and sustained intertextual relation to  

the covenant of Israel—invoking it, engaging it, and, as Reuven Firestone has argued, reconfiguring its  

notion of election so that chosenness becomes a matter of faith and fidelity rather than the inherited 

possession of a single people.20

The structural result, as Lumbard demonstrates, is that classical Qurʾanic exegesis already contains 

what he does not hesitate to call a “covenantal pluralism.” The several covenants do not stand in a relation of 

supersession, the later cancelling the earlier. They stand in a relation of witness: each subsequent covenant 

testifies to the reality of the first, the prophetic covenant recalling humanity to the primordial pledge, the  

15 See Joe Moshenska, “Dolls and Idols in the English Reformation,” in Memory and the English Reformation, eds. Alexandra 
Walsham, Bronwyn Wallace, Ceri Law and Brian Cummings (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 153-167. 
16 Warwick, “Playing with Dolls.” See also Dolls, Puppets, Sculptures and Living Images: From the Middle Ages to the End of 
the 18th Century, ed. Kamil Kopania (Bialystok: The Aleksander Zelwerowicz National Academy of Dramatic Art in Warsaw, 
2017). 
17 Fraser, Dolls.  
18 On these types of dolls see https://heritagemuseumoc.org/from-manicured-to-macabre-a-brief-history-of-dolls/.
19 See Sabina Abdullayev, “Islamic Doll: To Grow Up in Good Hands,” 
(https://www.regthink.org/%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-
%D7%90%D7%A1%D7%9C%D7%90%D7%9E%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%9C%D7%92%D7%93%D7%95%D7%9C-
%D7%91%D7%99%D7%93%D7%99%D7%99%D7%9D-%D7%98%D7%95%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA/) (Hebrew).
20 See the articles cited in n.1. In other instances of what they perceived as problematical toys or games they did voice serious 
concern. The rabbis had no problem with ball play, an extremely popular pastime in the Graeco-Roman world, but when 
Jewish children and adolescents adopted such games during times of war against Rome or persecution by the Romans, they did 
object and then forbade such play. See Joshua Schwartz, Jews and Christians in Roman-Byzantine Palestine: History, Daily 
Life and Material Culture, Volume II, History, Society and the Land of the Jews (Bern, Peter Lang, 2018), 423-453 (= Joshua 
Schwartz, “Ball Playing in Ancient Jewish Society: The Hellenistic, Roman and Byzantine Periods,” Ludica, annali di sotria e 
Civilta del gioco, 3 [1997]: 139-161). See also See the detailed discussion in Anna Chernaya, “Girls’ Play with Dolls and Doll-
Houses in Various Cultures,” in Toward Sustainable Development through Nurturing Diversity: Proceedings from the 21st 
International Congress of the International Association for Cross-Cultural Psychology, ed. Leon T. B. Jackson et al. ed., 
(2014), https://doi.org/10.4087/HDVO9045  and Hautala, “Ancient Romans.”

https://doi.org/10.4087/HDVO9045
https://www.regthink.org/%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%90%D7%A1%D7%9C%D7%90%D7%9E%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%9C%D7%92%D7%93%D7%95%D7%9C-%D7%91%D7%99%D7%93%D7%99%D7%99%D7%9D-%D7%98%D7%95%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA/
https://www.regthink.org/%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%90%D7%A1%D7%9C%D7%90%D7%9E%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%9C%D7%92%D7%93%D7%95%D7%9C-%D7%91%D7%99%D7%93%D7%99%D7%99%D7%9D-%D7%98%D7%95%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA/
https://www.regthink.org/%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%90%D7%A1%D7%9C%D7%90%D7%9E%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%9C%D7%92%D7%93%D7%95%D7%9C-%D7%91%D7%99%D7%93%D7%99%D7%99%D7%9D-%D7%98%D7%95%D7%91%D7%95%D7%AA/
https://heritagemuseumoc.org/from-manicured-to-macabre-a-brief-history-of-dolls/
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particular  covenants  instantiating it  in  the life  of  particular  communities.21 This  is  a  theology not  of 

replacement but of renewal—a point to which the argument will return, for it is precisely the structure that  

allows covenant to function as an idiom of dialogue rather than of competitive supersession.

5. Brit and Mīthāq: Functional Counterparts, Not Cognates

It is tempting, having set the two covenant theologies side by side, to reach for the language of  

cognates—to suggest that brit and mīthāq are, at some deep Semitic level, the same word. The temptation 

must be resisted, for the suggestion is simply false, and the integrity of the comparison depends on saying so 

plainly. Hebrew berīt clusters, on the best reconstruction, around a b-r root; Arabic mīthāq derives from the 

root w-th-q. The two share no consonant in common. They are not cognates, and no amount of theological 

enthusiasm can make them so. The Hebrew term whose Arabic relative is a genuine cognate lies elsewhere: 

the root b-r-r, “to be pure, sincere,” stands behind the Arabic barra, “to keep one’s promise”—but that is a 

different word from mīthāq.22

What, then, is the relation between  brit and  mīthāq? It is the relation of functional counterparts 

within a shared Semitic religious-legal idiom. Both terms name, in their respective traditions, the solemn 

and ratified pact that constitutes a relationship of binding obligation under God. The Arabic lexicographers 

gloss w-th-q in terms of firmness and trustworthiness—a mīthāq is a bond made secure—while the Hebrew 

brit, on Weinfeld’s reading, carries the sense of a binding obligation, a vinculum.23 The convergence is not at 

the level of sound but at the level of concept and function: two different Semitic languages, reaching for the 

idea of the most solemn binding agreement, each developed a primary covenant term and surrounded it with 

a vocabulary of oath, pledge, and bond. That the Qurʾan pairs mīthāq with ʿahd much as Hebrew usage 

deploys  brit across the range from human treaty to divine covenant is  a  parallel  of  structure,  not  of 

21 See “Jews and Christians Playing at Religion from Ancient to Modern Times” (n. 1 above). One would assume that a  
nude doll might have aroused some halakhic opposition or discussion in the Talmud, which, as just stated, was silent 
about dolls. See also “The Play’s the Thing: Toys in Ancient Jewish Society,” (n. 1 above). I suggested there that it was 
exactly gender and modesty issues which might have upset the rabbis. If these issues upset them, they do not state so. This 
would be a good time to retract what I wrote about dolls there. I shall elaborate further later in this study. 
22 I have been able to find no society that bans doll play. There are societies though that allow or produce dolls without facial 
features or with blurred ones such as some modern Mennonite and Amish dolls. See, e.g., “Camping, dolls a perfect pair,” 
TimesReporter, June 26, 2015 (https://www.timesreporter.com/story/lifestyle/2015/06/26/camping-dolls-perfect-
pair/34070379007/ ) and Jean-Pierre Rossie, Saharan and North African Toy and Play Cultures. Children's 
dolls and doll play, 2005 
(https://www.academia.edu/6485515/Saharan_and_North_African_Toy_and_Play_Cultures_Childrens_dolls_
and_doll_play). These restrictions are usually related to gender issues and not idolatry. 

23 Mishnah Avodah Zarah 5:3. See Nehorai Meizal, “The Prohibition against the Making of Forms,” Tehumin, 29 (2008): 173-
185 (Hebrew) and Moshe Cohen, “Dolls for Play and Pictures of Landscapes which Have Depictions of Heavenly Bodies,” 
Tehumin, 33 (2012), 464-472 (Hebrew). 

https://www.academia.edu/6485515/Saharan_and_North_African_Toy_and_Play_Cultures_Childrens_dolls_and_doll_play
https://www.academia.edu/6485515/Saharan_and_North_African_Toy_and_Play_Cultures_Childrens_dolls_and_doll_play
https://www.timesreporter.com/story/lifestyle/2015/06/26/camping-dolls-perfect-pair/34070379007/
https://www.timesreporter.com/story/lifestyle/2015/06/26/camping-dolls-perfect-pair/34070379007/
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etymology—and it is precisely such structural parallels, governed by usage rather than by speculative word-

histories, that a disciplined comparison may legitimately build upon.

This precision is not pedantry; it is what makes the larger argument possible. A comparison that 

rested on a false claim of linguistic kinship would collapse at the first scrutiny of a Semiticist. A comparison 

that rests,  instead, on the demonstrable fact that two scriptural traditions of the same religious world 

independently placed a functionally identical category of covenant at the center of their accounts of God and 

humanity is robust, and it is generative. It allows us to speak of a shared covenantal grammar—a common 

way of imagining the bond between the divine and the human, and among human communities—without 

committing ourselves to any untenable thesis about borrowed words. It is on this firm ground, and not on the 

sand of false cognates, that the reading of the Constitution of Medina which follows is built.

6. The Constitution of Medina as Covenantal Charter

If the foregoing establishes a shared covenantal grammar in the realm of theology and scripture, the 

Constitution of Medina shows that grammar at work in the realm of law and politics. The document—which 

calls itself simply a kitāb, a “written document,” and whose underlying pact the sources also call a ṣaḥīfa—is 

conventionally dated to the first year or so after the hijra of 622 CE, and it survives in two recensions: that of 

Ibn Isḥāq, transmitted through Ibn Hishām’s recension of the Sīra, and that preserved in Abū ʿUbayd’s 

Kitāb al-Amwāl.24 Its standing among historians is unusual and worth dwelling on. In a field notoriously 

skeptical of the historical reliability of the early Islamic sources, the Constitution of Medina commands a 

near-consensus of authenticity. Patricia Crone, among the most exacting of the source-critical scholars, 

judged that the document, lodged within an otherwise unreliable biographical narrative, “sticks out like a 

piece of solid rock in an accumulation of rubble”; Michael Lecker, whose monograph is the definitive 

treatment, affirms that even the iconoclasts of the field accept it as an original document going back to the 

Prophet himself.25 Brought to Western scholarly attention by Julius Wellhausen in the late nineteenth 

century, it has since been studied by Goldziher, Gil, Serjeant, Goto, Rubin, Simonsen, and Lecker, among 

others—a roster  that  signals  both  the  document’s  importance  and  the  intensity  of  the  debate  it  has 

provoked.26

24 Tosefta Avodah Zarah 5:3. See Maimonides, Mishneh Torah Hilchot Avodah Zarah 3:10-11 for a lenient view. Not everyone 
agreed with Maimonides. Shulhan Aruch Yoreh Deah 141:4 agreed with Maimonides, and this too met with some opposition. 
See Meizal, “Prohibition,” 174. 
25 Avodah Zarah 43a-b (=Rosh ha-Shannah 24b)
26 The one exception I could find was the trio of Kabbalah dolls based on the depiction of three angels on an amulet which 
“make the perfect gift for those who like a little history, mystery and fun in their designer toys”. They are part of the Biblical 
Beasties toy series developed by Ken Goldman in 2006 and were meant, figuratively speaking, to bring protective angels into 
the homes of newborn babies, https://kengoldmanart.com/albums/kabbalah-dolls/. They were sold exclusively at F.A.O. 
Schwartz and, perhaps unsurprisingly, do not seem to have been a hit. They have nothing to do with children’s play and will 
not be examined further. 

https://kengoldmanart.com/albums/kabbalah-dolls/
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The substance of the document is the constitution of a political community. It binds the Emigrants 

from Mecca (the Muhājirūn) and the Medinan Helpers (the Anṣār), together with their allies, into a single 

body for the purposes of mutual defense, the redemption of captives, the payment of blood-money, and the 

internal arbitration of disputes, with the Prophet as the community’s ultimate referent. The word it uses for 

this body is the word that would have one of the longest careers in Islamic history: umma. As Frederick 

Denny showed in a careful lexical study, the umma of the document marks a decisive shift away from the 

kinship basis of pre-Islamic Arabian society toward a community defined by shared commitment and 

willingness to follow the Prophet.27 Saïd Amir Arjomand has read the whole document as  an act  of 

constitutive foundation—a piece of “proto-Islamic public law” that calls the umma into being.28

For the present argument, the pivotal feature of the document is its treatment of the Jews of Yathrib. 

In a clause whose interpretation has been contested for over a century, the document declares the Jews of 

certain named groups to constitute, with the believers, a single umma—while immediately specifying that 

“the Jews have their religion (dīn) and the believers theirs.”29 Here, in the founding legal instrument of the 

Islamic polity, is a settlement of striking structure: a single binding political order, sealed as a pact, within 

which a distinct religious community retains its own dīn, its own law, and its own internal life, while sharing 

in the common obligations and the common protections of the whole. Whatever the precise scope of the 

clause—and we shall see that its scope is fiercely disputed—its form is unmistakably covenantal. It is a  

mīthāq in the full Qurʾanic sense: a solemn, ratified pact that constitutes a community and binds its members 

in mutual obligation under God. And it is covenantal in a way that preserves rather than dissolves religious 

difference.

27 Thus, I do not include in the discussion the Labubu doll, the zoomorphic elves and Labubu the monster doll with sharp teeth. 
See Julia Kim, “ ‘Labubu’ Is a Plush Toy that is Causing a Frenzy. Here’s its Story,” NPR, June 18 2025, 
https://www.npr.org/2025/06/18/g-s1-72939/what-is-labubu-pop-mart-explained. There has been one attempt, as far as I know, 
to market a LabuJew Collection, “where Jewish pride meets collectible cuteness”, but this is not significant for the discussion 
here,  https://www.instagram.com/p/DMsrPAUxhIQ/.  I remain within the framework of standard, “normative” dolls. Thus, I 
also refrain from discussing the “Magical World of the Cabbage Patch Kids”. In any case, these were originally “The Little 
People”. The inventor Xavier Roberts refrained from calling them dolls and insisted that they be referred to as “babies” and 
had to be “adopted”. The “cabbage patch baby” image was that of babies found in a cabbage patch, 
https://cabbagepatchkids.com/?srsltid=AfmBOorG3TFzTggD5-awPuKOrmHBKQfuO6mXGxrA-QwmwM-UyhIycY7w.
28 See, e.g., Mishnah Avodah Zarah 4:5, “How does one annul it? If one cut off the top of its ear, the tip of its nose, the tip of its 
finger, or defaced it even without reducing it, one has annulled it.” See also the long discussion in the Tosafot on Cherubim in 
Babylonian Talmud Yoma 54 a-b. The comments of the tosafist related at first to the depiction of human images in illuminated 
manuscripts and similar works. Rabbi Asher ben Yehiel [Rosh] (1250 [1259]- 1327) in his commentary on Babylonian Talmud 
Avodah Zarah 83:65 expanding upon the issue of completeness stated that a head without a body was not complete and 
therefore permitted. Not everyone accepted lenient views, but they were accepted in Shulhan Arukh Yoreh Deah 141:7, 
although there was some opposition also to this. See Cohen, “Dolls for Play”, 467; Meizal, Prohibition, 175-177.
29 The Responsa of Joseph di Trani, Part 2, Yoreh Deah 35. See in detail on this Cohen,” Dolls for Play,” 468 and Meizal, 
“Prohibition,” 183. 

https://cabbagepatchkids.com/?srsltid=AfmBOorG3TFzTggD5-awPuKOrmHBKQfuO6mXGxrA-QwmwM-UyhIycY7w
https://www.instagram.com/p/DMsrPAUxhIQ/
https://www.npr.org/2025/06/18/g-s1-72939/what-is-labubu-pop-mart-explained
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7. The Limits of the Evidence: An Interpretive Debate

Intellectual honesty forbids presenting the Constitution of Medina as a finished charter of religious 

pluralism in the modern sense, and the scholarship will not permit it. The document’s treatment of the Jews 

is  the subject  of  a  sharp and unresolved debate,  and the argument  of  this  essay is  strengthened,  not  

weakened, by staging that debate rather than suppressing it. Three questions divide the scholars: whether the 

text is one pact or several; whether the major Jewish tribes were parties to it; and what kind of membership, 

if any, the Jewish groups enjoyed.

On the first question, R. B. Serjeant argued influentially that the so-called Constitution is in fact a  

composite of as many as eight distinct documents, issued over the Prophet’s first several years in Medina 

and only later transmitted as a unit; he read them against the ḥawṫah treaties of Haḍramawt and connected 

them to the “uniting precedent” (al-sunna al-jāmiʿa).30 On the second and third questions—which bear most 

directly on the pluralism thesis—the interpretive field divides into a more expansive and a more restrictive 

camp. The more expansive reading, associated with W. Montgomery Watt and developed by Uri Rubin, 

takes the “one umma” clause to embrace the Jewish parties as genuine members of the Medinan polity, 

entitled to its full protection and to the free exercise of their dīn. Rubin, while acknowledging that the Jewish 

participants were not the great named tribes but smaller groups attached as clients to Arab clans, nonetheless 

reads them as included within the believing community of Yathrib and guaranteed their religion.31 On this 

reading the document is, in substance if not in modern vocabulary, a covenantal-pluralist settlement.

The more restrictive reading, advanced with great learning by Michael Lecker and in its sharpest  

form by Moshe Gil, cautions against this conclusion. Lecker argues, on close analysis of the text and the  

prosopographical evidence, that the major Jewish tribes of Medina did not participate in the document at all; 

the participating Jews were smaller groups, and what they received was less a full membership in the umma 

than a guarantee of security, an amāna.32 Gil goes further, reading the document as evidence of an anti-

Jewish policy present from the outset, in which the Jews figure only as subordinate clients of the Arab 

parties rather than as principals in their own right.33 These are serious readings by serious scholars, and they 

must be allowed their full  weight. A Hebrew- and Jewish-studies readership in particular—for whom 

Lecker’s work,  which began as a Hebrew University doctoral  dissertation,  will  be a natural  point  of 

reference—will rightly expect them to be engaged rather than waved aside.

30 See the compendium of sources brought in detail by Rabbi Assaf Dehan, “Dolls and Figurines,” 
(https://ph.yhb.org.il/plus/20-15-07/) (Hebrew).
31 https://www.hidabroot.org/. 
32 https://www.hidabroot.org/question/31519. 
33 https://forum.moreshet-maran.com/threads/%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-
%D7%91%D7%93%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%9E%D7%A8%D7%9F-%D7%94%D7%A8%D7%91-
%D7%A2%D7%95%D7%91%D7%93%D7%99%D7%94-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%A1%D7%A3-%D7%96%D7%A6-
%D7%9C.12154/. If they are sold, someone is buying them. Playing with them? Hard to imagine so, but this is not impossible. 

https://forum.moreshet-maran.com/threads/%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%91%D7%93%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%9E%D7%A8%D7%9F-%D7%94%D7%A8%D7%91-%D7%A2%D7%95%D7%91%D7%93%D7%99%D7%94-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%A1%D7%A3-%D7%96%D7%A6-%D7%9C.12154/
https://forum.moreshet-maran.com/threads/%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%91%D7%93%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%9E%D7%A8%D7%9F-%D7%94%D7%A8%D7%91-%D7%A2%D7%95%D7%91%D7%93%D7%99%D7%94-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%A1%D7%A3-%D7%96%D7%A6-%D7%9C.12154/
https://forum.moreshet-maran.com/threads/%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%91%D7%93%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%9E%D7%A8%D7%9F-%D7%94%D7%A8%D7%91-%D7%A2%D7%95%D7%91%D7%93%D7%99%D7%94-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%A1%D7%A3-%D7%96%D7%A6-%D7%9C.12154/
https://www.hidabroot.org/question/31519
https://www.hidabroot.org/
https://ph.yhb.org.il/plus/20-15-07/
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What survives this debate? Not, certainly, a portrait of seventh-century Medina as a liberal pluralist 

utopia; that anachronism the evidence will not bear. But the deflationary readings, even at their most  

restrictive, do not dislodge the essay’s actual claim. For whether the Jewish parties were full members of the 

umma or protected clients secured by amāna, the form of their incorporation remains covenantal, and the 

preservation of their  dīn remains explicit. The conservative conclusion that the evidence licenses is not 

“covenanted membership” in a modern egalitarian sense but “covenanted coexistence”—a binding pact, 

sealed under God, that bound distinct religious communities into a common order while preserving their  

distinctness. That is a more modest claim than the romantic reading, but it is a sturdier one, and it is all the 

argument requires.

8. Covenantal Pluralism: Covenant as Dialogue, Not Supersession

The deepest obstacle to reading covenant as a shared heritage is the long shadow of supersessionism

—the conviction that a later covenant abrogates and replaces an earlier one, that the community of the new 

covenant inherits the promises forfeited by the community of the old. Where covenant is  understood 

supersessionally, it becomes an instrument of exclusion and a charter for contempt: my covenant cancels 

yours, my community supplants yours, and the only relationship the traditions can have is one of rivalry and 

replacement. Much of the bitter history of Jewish-Christian relations was written in this key, and the 

temptation to read Jewish-Muslim relations the same way has never been absent.

Against this, two theological resources converge. The first comes from within the Jewish-Christian 

dialogue of the past half-century, which produced the family of positions known as dual-covenant or 

multiple-covenant theology—the recognition, articulated by thinkers from Franz Rosenzweig to Irving 

Greenberg, and given Catholic expression in works such as Norbert Lohfink’s study of the covenant never 

revoked, that God’s covenant with Israel remains valid and that later covenants need not be construed as its 

abrogation.34 The second resource, and the one most directly relevant here, comes from within the Islamic 

tradition itself. As we have seen, Lumbard demonstrates that classical Qurʾanic exegesis already operates 

with a covenantal logic of renewal rather than supersession: the later covenants bear witness to the first 

rather than cancelling it, and the prophets recall humanity to a pledge it has always already made.35 The 

Qurʾan’s own covenantal structure, properly read, resists the supersessionist construction that has so often 

been imposed upon it.

34Rabbi  Ovadiah Yosef had six daughters (and five sons) and numerous grandchildren and great grandchildren. It is possible 
that he really did acquire more awareness as time went on. See also the view of The Chabad rabbi, Yosef Simchah Ginzburg, 
“Play Dolls” in the Chabad weekly, Sihat ha-Shavua 1677 (22/2/2019), https://www.chabad.org.il/Magazines/Articles.asp?
CategoryID=2366, who permits the play with dolls based on the view of Joseph di Trani as cited in the writings of R. Ovadia 
Yosef cited above. 
35 https://www.makorrishon.co.il/nrg/online/1/ART1/065/063.html. Mordechai Eliyahu even forbade animal dolls, unless they 
too were disfigured. 

https://www.makorrishon.co.il/nrg/online/1/ART1/065/063.html
https://www.chabad.org.il/Magazines/Articles.asp?CategoryID=2366
https://www.chabad.org.il/Magazines/Articles.asp?CategoryID=2366
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It is at this convergence that the framework of covenantal pluralism takes its stand. As I have 

developed the concept elsewhere, covenantal pluralism is the proposition that the covenantal traditions 

themselves furnish the resources for a principled coexistence—that the binding common order which 

covenant establishes and the integrity of distinct religious communities which covenant preserves are not 

antagonists but partners.36 The framework draws together three covenantal grammars: the Hebrew brit, with 

its vision of a people bound to God and, through that bond, to a vocation among the nations; the Medinan 

mīthāq, with its constitution of a single community that preserves the dīn of its constituent groups; and, 

beyond  the  scope  of  the  present  essay  but  integral  to  the  larger  framework,  the  Jain  principle  of 

anekāntavāda, the disciplined acknowledgment of the many-sidedness of truth.37 What these traditions 

share is a refusal of the false choice between a common order purchased by the erasure of difference and a 

difference preserved only by the abandonment of any common order. Covenant, in each, is the name for a 

third possibility: a binding bond that does not consume the distinctness of those it binds.

Read in this light, the Constitution of Medina is not a curiosity of seventh-century Arabian politics  

but a charter document of covenantal pluralism—a worked example, in the founding moment of the Islamic 

polity, of a covenant that constitutes without dissolving, that binds without erasing. And the covenant 

theology of the Qurʾan is not, after all, a competitor to the covenant theology of the Hebrew Bible but its  

structural kin: another instance of the shared Semitic covenantal grammar, deployed toward the same end of 

binding a community to God while leaving room, within and alongside it, for the dīn of the other.

9. Centuries of Flourishing, in a Balanced Register

If the foregoing is right—if Jews and Muslims share not merely a parallel but a common covenantal 

grammar, and if that grammar tends, when rightly understood, toward coexistence rather than supersession

—then we should expect to find its traces in history. And we do. The medieval encounter of Judaism with  

the civilization of Arab Islam produced what S. D. Goitein, the great historian of the Cairo Geniza, called a 

“creative symbiosis,” and indeed Goitein went so far as to write that Judaism had never known so close and 

so fruitful a symbiosis as that with the medieval civilization of Islam.38 The judgment was not sentimental; it 

rested on the documentary evidence of the Geniza, the vast cache of everyday Jewish writings that Goitein 

spent decades reconstructing into the six volumes of A Mediterranean Society, which revealed a Jewish 

36 https://www.dirshu.co.il/%D7%94%D7%90%D7%9D-%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA%D7%A8-
%D7%9C%D7%94%D7%97%D7%96%D7%99%D7%A7-%D7%91%D7%91%D7%99%D7%AA-
%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%91%D7%93%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%A9%D7%9C-
%D7%90%D7%93%D7%9D-%D7%91/?
srsltid=AfmBOoppGOb5rXwuDLjt8yylIP0eRGoBCqLUrH26NWhaXTGBy15JzdiY. 
37 See the responsa of the Chabad rabbi Chaim Hillel Raskin, The Weekly Farbrengen, December 8, 2022, 
https://anash.org/play-dolls-in-halacha/. 
38 https://www.yeshiva.org.il/ask/109661. 

https://www.yeshiva.org.il/ask/109661
https://anash.org/play-dolls-in-halacha/
https://www.dirshu.co.il/%D7%94%D7%90%D7%9D-%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA%D7%A8-%D7%9C%D7%94%D7%97%D7%96%D7%99%D7%A7-%D7%91%D7%91%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%91%D7%93%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%A9%D7%9C-%D7%90%D7%93%D7%9D-%D7%91/?srsltid=AfmBOoppGOb5rXwuDLjt8yylIP0eRGoBCqLUrH26NWhaXTGBy15JzdiY
https://www.dirshu.co.il/%D7%94%D7%90%D7%9D-%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA%D7%A8-%D7%9C%D7%94%D7%97%D7%96%D7%99%D7%A7-%D7%91%D7%91%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%91%D7%93%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%A9%D7%9C-%D7%90%D7%93%D7%9D-%D7%91/?srsltid=AfmBOoppGOb5rXwuDLjt8yylIP0eRGoBCqLUrH26NWhaXTGBy15JzdiY
https://www.dirshu.co.il/%D7%94%D7%90%D7%9D-%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA%D7%A8-%D7%9C%D7%94%D7%97%D7%96%D7%99%D7%A7-%D7%91%D7%91%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%91%D7%95%D7%91%D7%94-%D7%91%D7%93%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%A9%D7%9C-%D7%90%D7%93%D7%9D-%D7%91/?srsltid=AfmBOoppGOb5rXwuDLjt8yylIP0eRGoBCqLUrH26NWhaXTGBy15JzdiY
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world thoroughly at home in the Arabic-Islamic Mediterranean—commercially, socially, linguistically, and 

intellectually.39

The intellectual fruits of that symbiosis are among the glories of both traditions. Jews under Islam 

wrote in Judeo-Arabic—Arabic in Hebrew characters—and through that medium entered fully into the 

philosophical, scientific, and literary culture of their age. Saadia Gaon translated the Bible into Arabic and 

composed the first great work of Jewish philosophical theology in the idiom of Islamic kalām; Maimonides 

wrote his Guide of the Perplexed and the bulk of his oeuvre in Judeo-Arabic, thinking Jewish thought in 

conversation with al-Fārābī and Avicenna.40 The Hebrew poetry of the Andalusi golden age borrowed its 

meters and its themes from Arabic verse; Jewish and Muslim physicians, astronomers, and grammarians 

worked the same fields with the same tools. This was not coexistence at arm’s length but a genuine sharing 

of an intellectual and spiritual world.

Yet  the  claim of  flourishing  must  be  made  carefully,  and  here  the  work  of  Mark  Cohen  is  

indispensable. Cohen has taught us to navigate between two distorting myths. The first is the “myth of the  

interfaith utopia,” the romantic image—often projected onto al-Andalus, as in María Rosa Menocal’s 

influential portrait—of a golden age of perfect tolerance.4142 The second is its mirror image, the “neo-

lachrymose” countermyth that arose in the polemical climate after 1967 and that reads the entire history of 

Jews under Islam as one of unrelieved persecution, a reading carried to its polemical extreme in Darío 

Fernández-Morera’s assault on the “myth of the Andalusian paradise.”43 Both myths, Cohen argues, distort 

the past, and the historian’s task is to hold to the more complicated truth between them. The legal framework 

of Jewish life under Islam was the dhimma, the regime of protection extended to the “People of the Book” in 

exchange for the payment of tribute and the acceptance of a graded set  of restrictions later codified, 

somewhat artificially, as the Pact of ʿUmar—a document that Cohen has shown cannot in its developed form 

be traced to the conquest era at all, but reflects the administrative procedures of the mature Islamic state. 44 

The dhimma was hierarchical, not egalitarian; it subordinated even as it protected. To speak of flourishing is 

not to deny this.

What Cohen establishes, on careful comparison, is that Jewish life under medieval Islam—though it 

fell well short of any utopia—was markedly less violent, less precarious, and less persecutory than Jewish 

39 https://www.babli.co.il/beit-hamidrash-halacha/sxks68. 
40 Olam Katan 988 (7 be-Adar 5785) (Hebrew). As of the writing of this article, the responsa had not been posted on the 
internet. 
41 https://www.imdb.com/title/tt1517268/. 
42 Gil Student, “Barbie Dolls in Halachah: Are Children Allowed to Play with Life-like Dolls or Do Those Dolls Constitute 
Idols?”, The Jewish Echo, January 29, 2024, https://jewishecho.com/halacha/barbie-dolls-in-halachah/. 
43 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orthodox_Union. 
44 Jack Abramowitz, “Barbie Girl: The Prohibition against Making Human Forms,” https://outorah.org/p/6084/. I have not 
found any follow-up to the somewhat radical view that the Barbie dimensions themselves are halakhically disfigurement. This 
is quite surprising coming out of a rather conservative rabbinical body. 

https://outorah.org/p/6084/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orthodox_Union
https://jewishecho.com/halacha/barbie-dolls-in-halachah/
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt1517268/
https://www.babli.co.il/beit-hamidrash-halacha/sxks68
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life under Latin Christendom in the same centuries, and that this difference has structural explanations.45 It is 

precisely here that the argument of this essay finds its historical purchase. The relative security and the 

genuine flourishing of Jews under Islam were not accidents, nor were they merely the byproducts of 

imperial convenience. They rested, in part, on a theological and legal grammar that had room for the 

covenanted other—a grammar whose charter moment was the Medinan compact’s incorporation of the Jews 

of Yathrib into a common order that preserved their  dīn, and whose scriptural ground was a covenant 

theology of renewal rather than supersession. The symbiosis Goitein documented was made possible, in the 

end, by the covenantal pluralism the traditions carried within them.

10. Conclusion

This essay has argued for a single, carefully bounded thesis: that the Hebrew brit and the Qurʾanic 

mīthāq, though not etymological cognates, are functional counterparts within a shared Semitic covenantal 

grammar, and that this shared grammar—instantiated in law by the Constitution of Medina and grounded in 

scripture by a covenant theology of renewal rather than supersession—furnished the deep conditions for 

centuries of Jewish-Muslim flourishing. Each step of the argument has been hedged with the appropriate 

caution. The philology resists the false comfort of cognates. The reading of the Medinan compact concedes 

the force of the deflationary scholarship and retreats, where the evidence demands, from “covenanted 

membership” to the sturdier “covenanted coexistence.” The historical claim is stated in Cohen’s balanced 

register, between the interfaith utopia and its lachrymose mirror.

What remains, when all the necessary qualifications are entered, is a genuine and consequential 

finding. Covenant is not the property of one tradition that the other has borrowed or counterfeited. It is a  

shared inheritance of the Semitic religious world, a common grammar for imagining how God and a 

community, and how communities among themselves, may be bound in faithfulness without the erasure of 

difference.  To  recover  covenant  in  this  register—as  an  idiom  of  dialogue  rather  than  a  weapon  of 

supersession—is to recover one of the oldest and most generative resources the Abrahamic traditions 

possess for the work of living together. The Constitution of Medina, read alongside the covenant at Sinai, is 

not a monument to a vanished tolerance but a standing reminder that the materials for covenantal pluralism 

lie close to the foundations of both traditions, waiting to be read again.

45 https://ohr.edu/ask/ask058.htm. 

https://ohr.edu/ask/ask058.htm
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1. Introduction

The  Paleo-Hebrew  script1,  which  evolved  from  the  Phoenician  script  in  the  early  first 

millennium BCE, was the dominant writing system for Hebrew texts produced between the 

mid-9th and early 6th centuries BCE.2  Following the destruction of the First Jewish Temple in 

587  BCE  and  the  subsequent  widespread  use  of  Aramaic  in  the  Achaemenid  imperial 

administration, the script was gradually replaced by a version of the square Aramaic script 

which became the preferred script for the majority of Hebrew texts and inscriptions.3

Despite  this,  from  the  Achaemenid  period  until  the  Bar  Kokhba  Revolt Jewish  minting 

authorities almost exclusively used the Paleo-Hebrew script for Hebrew and Aramaic  

coin legends. Scholars have proposed numerous reasons for this, with most arguing that the 

script embodied a nationalistic approach which associated the minting authorities with the 

Davidic  monarchy and/or  the  priestly  class.  This  paper  re-examines  this  phenomenon by 

situating Jewish coinage within a broader regional context. Ultimately, by re-examining the 

coins’ relationship to Phoenician municipal coinage and reconsidering the development of 

Judean coin designs, it concludes that the Paleo-Hebrew script was also used to signal Judea’s 

participation in broader cultural networks and communicate the legitimacy of the coins (and 

their minting authorities) by consciously adopting similar designs to major regional mints.

2. The Coins

From the late 5th and early 4th centuries BCE, coinage was minted by the Province (מדינתא) of 

Judea (Aramaic: Yehud4), a small section of the Achaemenid Empire’s vast Trans-Euphrates 

1 Some scholars have suggested alternative terms for the script: Birnbaum, for instance, used ‘Neo-Palaeo-
Hebrew’–see Birnbaum 1971. The later square script also has a variety of names, including the ‘Jewish script’, 
the ‘square script’ or, in Rabbinic literature, the כתב אשורית (see, for instance, B. Sanhedrin 21b). Again, for the 
sake of consistency, this will be called the ‘square Aramaic script’ or simply the ‘Aramaic script’ in this study.
2 Naveh 1982, 65–78
3 For more on this transition, see Naveh 1982, 111–24; Mizrahi 2017. For the subsequent dominance of the 
Aramaic script, see Cross 1967; Naveh 1982, 112–25; Zissu and Abadi 2014.
4 Here, I am using common Anglophone transliterations of the Aramaic and Hebrew names for the province 
(these may alternatively be rendered YHWD and YHDH respectively).
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Satrapy.5 The  coinage  emerged  during  a  period  of  prolonged  instability  on  the  Empire’s 

southern flank precipitated by rebellion in Egypt and dynastic upheaval, during which Judea 

became an important and heavily fortified strategic node.6 These coins continued to be minted 

following Alexander the Great’s conquest of the Achaemenid Empire in the 330s BCE, first 

under the Macedonian Empire itself and subsequently under the Ptolemaic dynasty. Minting 

ceased in the mid-3rd century, though precisely when (and why) this happened is unclear.

While the iconography of these coins is varied and represents a curious mélange of influences 

from Phoenician, Achaemenid, Greek, and local art, their legends are relatively stable, with the 

vast  majority  featuring  only  the  name  of  the  province  in  Aramaic  (Yehud)  or  Hebrew 

(Yehudah).7 These legends are almost always transcribed exclusively in the Paleo-Hebrew 

script.8

After the Yehud coins were discontinued, no new Judean coins were minted until the reign of 

the Hasmonean High Priest John Hyrcanus I (134–104 BCE) over a century later. These coins 

continued under his successors Judah Aristobulus I (104–103 BCE) and Alexander Jannaeus 

(103–76 BCE). Neither Alexander Jannaeus’ successor Salome Alexandra (76–67 BCE) nor her 

sons Hyrcanus II (67–66 BCE) and Aristobulus II (66–63 BCE) minted new coin types, though 

new Hasmonean coins did appear again during the brief reign of Antigonus II Mattathias (40–37 

BCE).9

5  Scholars are divided as to whether Judea was an independent administrative unit from the beginning of the 
Achaemenid period, or only from the arrival of Nehemiah in the mid-5th century (before which it would have 
been part of Samaria). The balance of probability now favours an earlier date, not least because of the presence 
of early Achaemenid seal impressions with the name ‘Yehud’: see Williamson 1988; Hoglund 1992 69–86; 
Grabbe 2004 140–42; Hensel 2016 221–26.
6  Fantalkin and Tal 2006; Gitler et al. 2023, 7–14. See also Fantalkin and Tal 2012a; Fantalkin and Tal 2012b.
7 A small number of types are marked with the names of local officials, including ‘Hezekiah’ (Hendin 6063–
6065, 6069) who evidently served as governor of the region, and ‘Yohanan the Priest’ (Hendin 6071).
8 A notable exception is an Achaemenid-era coin type (Hendin 4048) which bore the legend “AΘ” (“Ath”; in 
imitation of Athenian tetradrachms) alongside a Paleo-Hebrew yod. For the iconography of the coins, see 
Wyssmann 2014; Gitler et al. 2023, 125–87.
9 Rappaport 1976; Meshorer 2001, 50; Rappaport 2014, 155; Hendin 2021, 139–43.
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Paleo-Hebrew was used in almost all known Hasmonean coin types.10 Alexander Jannaeus and 

Antigonus II Mattathias also produced coins with joint Paleo-Hebrew and Greek legends.11 In 

all cases, the Paleo-Hebrew legends mention the name and priestly title of the ruler, with some 

issues also referring to the ‘Community of the Jews’ (Ḥever Ha-Yehudim).12

After the Hasmonean dynasty was deposed by the Romans, coins continued to be minted by the 

Herodian dynasts and Roman procurators, who exclusively used Greek legends. The Paleo-

Hebrew script appeared again, however, on all known coin types minted by the rebel authorities 

during the First Jewish Revolt (66–70 CE) and, later, the Bar Kokhba Revolt (132–136 CE).13 In 

these coins, the script was used for simple legends emphasising themes of liberty, sanctity, and 

(in the case of the Bar Kokhba Revolt) the authority of Simon bar Kokhba.

3. Explanations

3.1 Nationalism

In his landmark study of West Semitic epigraphy, Joseph Naveh argued that the Paleo-Hebrew 

script was used on Jewish coins as part of a “nationalistic” cultural programme which evoked an 

idealised,  ‘authentic’  Jewish  past.14 This  interpretation  has  underpinned  much  subsequent 

scholarship on Second Temple Jewish coinage. Studies of Paleo-Hebrew in Achaemenid and 

Ptolemaic provincial  issues, for instance, have described the script as “a graphic show of 

nationalistic pride and religious tradition”.15 Similarly, analyses of Hasmonean coinage have 

treated the script as one element of a broader, state-sponsored nationalistic movement that 

emphasised an authentically  Jewish,  pre-Hellenistic  past,  as  exemplified by contemporary 

10 Two strange, but evidently widely produced, types were produced with legends in the Aramaic Script in 80/79 
BCE (Hendin 6191 and 6192). Hendin has speculated that these coins were produced as part of a gift-giving 
campaign designed to improve Alexander Jannaeus’ reputation with the Pharisees: Hendin 2021, 173–74; 183. 
See also Naveh 1968.
11 Hendin types 6184 and 6189 (for Alexander Jannaeus) and types 6197, 6198, and 6203 (for Antigonus 
Mattathias). In both cases, the name and title of the ruler was recorded in Paleo-Hebrew on the obverse and 
Greek on the reverse. See also Meshorer 2001, 37–40, 52–53.
12 For more on the Ḥever Ha-Yehudim and its possible function, see Sperber 1965; Rappaport 1993; Rajak 2000, 
54; Meshorer 2001, 31–32; Hendin 2021, 157. See also further discussion below.
13 For a recent, detailed description and discussion of these coins see Hendin 2021, 293–364.
14 Naveh 1982, 119
15 Hendin 2021, 77. See also: Vanderhooft 2021.
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literature such as 1 Maccabees and Judith.16 The script’s reappearance on the coins of the First 

Jewish  Revolt  and  the  Bar  Kokhba  Revolt  has  likewise  been  read  by  most  scholars  as 

“nationalistic” and nostalgic.17 

There are, however, reasons to believe that a more complex combination of factors is at play. 

Firstly, if the Paleo-Hebrew script was intended simply to convey a nationalistic message, it is 

striking that the accompanying iconography during the Achaemenid and Hellenistic periods 

was not distinctively Jewish but drawn from a shared repertoire of symbols used across the 

Levant and wider Eastern Mediterranean. This is especially clear in the Yehud issues, which 

feature Athenian-inspired owls, portraits of the Persian king, and winged lions alongside more 

local motifs such as lilies—which were a symbol of Jerusalem—and shofars. Hasmonean coins 

likewise display wreaths, cornucopias, anchors, helmets, and diadems, all borrowed from the 

standard Hellenistic iconographic vocabulary,  alongside a scattering of more local  images 

(including lilies and, in the brief reign of Antigonus Mattathias, menorahs). Moreover, the coins 

of Alexander Jannaeus and Antigonus Mattathias also include Greek legends that proclaim their 

royal status in Hellenistic terms, adding to the cosmopolitan, conventional appearance of the 

designs. To suggest that Paleo-Hebrew was used in these coins purely as a “nationalistic” 

assertion of cultural separatism, then, is to impose a reading inconsistent with their broader 

iconographic programme: instead, the blend of local and regional designs suggests that the 

minting authorities were precisely communicating that Judea was integrated within a larger 

cultural framework.

The iconography of the coins minted during the First Jewish Revolt against Rome was more 

distinctively local, but not clearly ‘nationalistic’. The silver sheqels minted throughout the 

Revolt bear a pomegranate branch—a common motif in Judean art—and a Temple vessel. The 

bronze  prutot minted in  the  second and third  years  of  the  Revolt  reproduce iconography 

previously used by the procurator Gratus (a vine leaf and an amphora), while the half-, quarter-, 

and eighth-sheqels minted in the fourth year feature images related to the harvest festival of 

Sukkot. None of these designs clearly signal a nationalistic or archaising aesthetic, and seem 

instead to be a mix of influences from preceding Roman coinage, symbols of the Temple cult,  

16 Meshorer 1982, 51; Mendels 1997, 63; Carr 2011, 155; Regev 2013, 185; Schniedewind 2013, 168–69; Wise 
2015, 243; Hendin 2021, 141–43; Machiela and Jones 2021, 259.
17 Goodman 2005, 165; Wise 2015, 243; Deutsch 2012, 120; Hendin 2012, 131
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and motifs associated with fertility and harvests.18 While the Paleo-Hebrew script may have 

carried a traditional resonance, then, it is not clear that these coins sought to “hark back to a 

mythical distant past”.19 Indeed, if the Paleo-Hebrew script were to be read purely this way, it 

would (again) be incongruous with their iconography (particularly of the second and third year 

prutot which, as discussed above, are directly modelled on Roman issues). 

Only with the Bar Kokhba Revolt does Jewish coinage prominently adopt imagery—such as 

depictions of the Temple—that can plausibly be read as assertively historicising and potentially 

‘nationalistic’,  though  it  is  likely  (as  I  will  argue  below)  that  the  Paleo-Hebrew  script 

communicated multiple meanings even in this context.

Furthermore,  while the  Paleo-Hebrew script  had  a  local  set  of  meanings,  it  was  not  an 

exclusively Judean writing tradition but an extremely close derivative of the Phoenician script, 

with which it surely remained mutually intelligible despite relatively minor variations in letter 

forms. In Phoenicia, the Phoenician script continued to be used in certain contexts, including on 

coin issues throughout the Achaemenid period and during much of the Hellenistic  period 

despite the emerging dominance of Greek.20 The script was likewise employed for longer 

inscriptions in various formats during these periods, both in Phoenicia proper and across the 

Phoenician  diaspora.21 Paleo-Hebrew  is  also  attested  in  Hellenistic  inscriptions  from  the 

Samaritan sanctuary on Mount Gerizim—a cultic centre destroyed during the campaigns of 

John Hyrcanus in the late second century BCE—although this case is more complex, given the 

Samaritan claim to be the true descendants of ancient Israelites.22 In any case, the Paleo-Hebrew 

script would have had both local and broader regional associations during this period, which 

minting authorities would have been well aware of.

Finally, it is mistaken to suggest that the script would have necessarily evoked the First Temple 

period: in fact, Paleo-Hebrew was still a living script in  certain contexts during this period. 

18 For more on the place of this imagery in contemporary Jewish art, see Economou 2019.
19 Goodman 2005, 165.
20 Bonnet 2019, 104; Seyrig 1962.
21 Naveh 1982, 53–64; Bonnet 2019, 105–7; Chatonnet and Hawley 2020, 380–81.
22 Magen et al. 2004. Inscriptions No. 382–388 are in the Paleo-Hebrew script, while No. 389 uses a mix of 
Paleo-Hebrew and Aramaic scripts. Other inscriptions (such as No. 153) also show Paleo-Hebrew influence on 
letter formations.
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Several Qumran manuscripts, including biblical texts, were written entirely in Paleo-Hebrew, 

while others used it for the tetragrammaton.23 The Paleo-Hebrew script also (rarely) appears in 

funerary contexts, including the well-known Abba Inscription (where it is, bizarrely, used for 

the Aramaic language) and various shorter epitaphs.24 Perrot and Richelle have even suggested 

that the Paleo-Hebrew script was not used in documents for a special ideological or ritual  

purpose, but instead simply reflects a late phase of the historic Paleo-Hebrew scribal tradition.25

3.2 Other Explanations

While the ‘nationalism’ explanation has long predominated in scholarship, several alternative 

interpretations have been proposed for the use of Paleo-Hebrew on Jewish coinage during this 

period. Some scholars have argued that the script was used in Hasmonean coinage to reflect the 

predominance of the Sadducees.26 Similarly, Mansfield, Overcash, and Llewelyn have recently 

argued that the script’s appearance on the coinage of the First Jewish Revolt signalled priestly or 

Sadducean authority in the new revolutionary state.27 This argument, which draws on broader 

studies that associate Paleo-Hebrew with the Sadducees, largely rests on two observations. 

Firstly, scholars have noted the script’s transmission was likely maintained within priestly 

circles,  and  may  have  been  regarded  as  part  of  a  specifically  “priestly”  or  “Sadducean” 

aesthetic. This could perhaps explain its use in certain Qumran texts and in other contexts such 

as the Abba inscription.28 Secondly, Mansfield et al. observe that the coinage of the First Jewish 

Revolt features some images which may be associated with Temple activity, including the 

Temple vessel on the obverse of the Revolt’s silver shekels and (less certainly) the pomegranate 

branch which some have argued is in fact a priestly staff.29

There are some problems with this approach. Firstly, as Vanderhooft pointed out, associations 

of  the  script  with the  Sadducees  are  undermined by its  appearance on various Samaritan 

inscriptions from Hellenistic Mount Gerizim.30 Secondly, it is extremely difficult to justify the 

23 For a list of Paleo-Hebrew documents from Qumran, see Tov 2004, 231–32. For a list of texts using Paleo-
Hebrew for the tetragrammaton, see Tov 2004, 227–29.
24 Naveh 1973; Rosenthaler 1975; Barkay 1989
25 Perrot and Richelle 2022.
26 Tov 2004, 122–23; Hendin 2021, 143.
27 Mansfield et al. 2017
28 Diringer 1950; Naveh 1973; Tov 2004, 233–34.
29 This was first argued by Robert Deutsch in a 2011 article, though the case remains uncertain; see Deutsch 
2011, 362–63.
30 Vanderhooft 2021, 114. For more on the Gerizim inscriptions using the script, see above note 21.
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connection between the script and the Sadducees (or, indeed, the priestly elite more generally) 

when we consider the bronze coins produced in the fourth year of the First Jewish Revolt, which 

were likely minted under the peasant rebel leader Simon bar Giora.31

In a 2014 article, Zissu and Abadi offered a different explanation. They proposed that the use of 

Paleo-Hebrew in this period reflects the perception that it was less sacred and prestigious than 

the square Aramaic script.32 Their argument rests on certain later passages of rabbinic literature 

(e.g.  B.  Sanhedrin  21b)  which  indicate  a  preference  for  the  Aramaic  script,  and  on 

archaeological evidence that ritual objects such as phylacteries and mezuzot from Qumran are 

overwhelmingly inscribed with the Aramaic script. On this basis, they suggest that Paleo-

Hebrew was chosen for coins precisely because coins circulated widely and could be brought 

into ritually impure contexts where the ‘sacred’ Aramaic script might be profaned. They support 

this claim by pointing to the use of Tyrian sheqels, which were decorated with pagan imagery, in 

the payment of Temple tithes, as “another example of the overall attitude towards coins in the 

Second Temple period”.33 

Zissu and Abadi’s idea is bold and thought-provoking but, ultimately, a rather strained reading 

of the evidence. Firstly, there are numerous examples of the square Aramaic script being used in 

profane contexts, including funerals, ossuaries and, indeed, bronze and lead coinage.34 As such, 

it is difficult to sustain the argument that there was a widespread taboo against using the square 

Aramaic in ‘unclean’ contexts.

Secondly, we must again consider the images which the Paleo-Hebrew script was paired with on 

coins. Many of the coin types from the First Jewish Revolt and Bar Kokhba Revolt feature 

explicitly sacred motifs, including depictions of the Temple itself. If the minting authorities had 

deliberately chosen Paleo-Hebrew to avoid employing the sacred Aramaic script, it is difficult 

to explain the use of unambiguously cultic iconography.35

31 Kanael 1953; Roth 1962; Ariel 2011.
32 Zissu and Abadi 2014
33 Zissu and Abadi 2014, 657. For the apparent preference for Tyrian sheqels in Temple donations, see M. 
Bekhorot 8.7 and Tosefta Ketubot 12.13.3.
34 See note 9 above.
35 The image of the Temple features on coinage from the Bar Kokhba Revolt (Hendin 6402, 6414–6417). Other 
religious themes include the nevel in the Bar Kokhba coins (Hendin 6406, 6412, 6418, 6422, 6426, 6434, 6435), 
and images representing the festival of Sukkot in the First Jewish Revolt coins (Hendin 6396–6398).
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Thirdly, their treatment of the Tyrian sheqels is problematic. While it is true that Tyrian silver  

was accepted for Temple donations despite its pagan imagery, this is more plausibly explained 

by practical necessity than by indifference to aniconism. The Herodians produced no silver 

coinage and their bronzes were sometimes iconic, while the Roman procurators’ coins, though 

aniconic, were only bronze. Late Second Temple Jews therefore had little alternative but to 

employ the high-quality, locally available Tyrian sheqels. The use of these coins, contra Zissu 

and Abadi, reflects not attitudes toward imagery or sanctity but rather the constraints of metal  

supply and circulation. 

4. Alternative Explanations

4.1 Achaemenid, Ptolemaic, and Hasmonean Coinage

I propose two additional explanations for the use of the Paleo-Hebrew script on Jewish coinage: 

one for the earlier issues (Achaemenid, Ptolemaic, and Hasmonean periods) and another for the 

later issues (the revolts against Rome).  

I will begin with the earlier coinage. As discussed above, the iconography of these issues is not 

obviously nationalistic but belongs to a wider repertoire of motifs common to the coinage of the 

Levant  and Eastern  Mediterranean.  I  suggest  that  the  use  of  Paleo-Hebrew can partly  be 

understood as part  of this  broader pattern of cultural  borrowing—and, specifically,  that it 

reflects the influence of Phoenician local coinage.

The Phoenician script had been used on Phoenician civic issues from the late fifth century BCE 

onwards. In Sidon and Byblos, it recorded the abbreviated names of local kings—a practice 

perhaps mirrored by the mid-fourth-century BCE Judean coins inscribed with the name of the 

governor Hezekiah.36 Similarly, Tyrian coinage employed Phoenician legends throughout the 

Achaemenid  period,  first  to  indicate  denominations  in  full  and  later  for  single-letter 

abbreviations.37 The  decision  to  employ  the  Paleo-Hebrew  script—which,  as  noted,  was 

extremely similar to and mutually intelligible with Phoenician—likely reflects, at least in part,  

36 Betlyon 1980, 3–22; 111–22. The Hezekiah coins are Hendin types 6063–6065 and 6069.
37 Betlyon 1980, 39–59. The script has a similar usage in the coinage of Aradus.
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the influence of these designs, which (along with Philistian coinage) would have been the most 

immediately familiar regional examples available to the provincial authorities of Yehud. This 

mirrors the municipal coinage of the Philistian cities Ashkelon and Gaza, which both used the 

Phoenician script.38 It may also demonstrate influence from (or, alternatively the existence of 

similar design approaches in) the coinage of the neighbouring province of Samaria, which used 

the Paleo-Hebrew script on various issues.39

If this interpretation is correct, the adoption of Paleo-Hebrew was one of several features shared 

with Phoenician and Philistian coinage during this period. Some of the most prevalent imagery 

in Achaemenid and Hellenistic coinage from Judea, in particular owls, Persian kings, and 

mythical animals appear frequently in the coinage of Sidon and Tyre.40 

This influence likely arose from the prominence of Phoenician coinage in regional trade and, 

more broadly, the close commercial relationship between Judea and the cities of the Levantine 

coast, which is reflected in both the archaeological data and the Persian/early Hellenistic text 

Ezra-Nehemiah.41 Excavations in the City of David and Ophel, for instance, have revealed 

substantial  Mediterranean fish  remains  alongside  Phoenician  goods  such as  carved ivory, 

bullae, and seals.42 This evidence, when read alongside the claim at Nehemiah 13:16 that the 

“people  from Tyre who lived there  [Jerusalem] were  bringing in  fish and other  kinds  of 

merchandise and selling them in Jerusalem”, indicates that Phoenician merchants were involved 

in trading fish to Jerusalem (indeed, Brendan Noonan has suggested that there may even have 

been a Tyrian merchant colony in the city during the Achaemenid period).43 Phoenician coinage 

itself (especially from Tyre and Sidon) was also disseminated throughout Palestine, including in 

Judea and Samaria where it has been found at Abu Shusha (near ancient Gezer), Samaria, and 

Nablus.44

38 Tal 2012 253.
39 Meshorer and Qedar 1991, 17–31; Wyssmann 2014 226.
40 Multiple series of Tyrian coins feature owls and images of mythical animals such as hippocampi, while images 
of Persian kings are common in Sidonian coinage: see Betlyon 1980, 3–22; 39–59. Similarly, during the 
Ptolemaic period, the imagery on Judean and Phoenician coinage is further harmonised, depicting the heads of 
members of the royal dynasty on the obverse and eagles on the reverse, though this is presumably by royal diktat 
(for Judea see Hendin types 6078–6088; for similar imagery on Phoenician coinage, see Hoover 2004, 485–86; 
Lorber 2008.
41 See Ezra 3:7 and Neh. 13:16: in the latter passage, it is even suggested that a permanent community of Tyrian 
merchants resided in Jerusalem. For further discussion see Edelman 2006; Noonan 2011.
42 Lernau and Lernau 1989; Lernau and Lernau 1992; Reich, Shukron, and Lernau 2007. See also discussion in 
Noonan 2011 294–8.
43 Noonan 2011.
44 Elayi and Elayi 2004, 697; Elayi and Elayi 2009, 399.
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Rather than serving purely as a medium for a self-confident, 'nationalistic' local identity, I 

suggest that Achaemenid and early Hellenistic Judean coinage instead largely drew on prevalent 

regional  types.  This  does  not  mean  that  the  adoption  of  the  script  was  simply  a  nod  to 

convention: indeed, in a context where multiple scripts were in use, the use of Paleo-Hebrew 

was likely a conscious decision to convey legitimacy and, perhaps, signal participation (to both 

travelers and local citizens) in Phoenician commercial and cultural networks, which extended 

into Jerusalem itself and perhaps even manifested in a merchant colony (see above). Such an 

interpretation also does not preclude the possibility that the script might also have been selected 

to reflect local identity—indeed, it is conceivable that Paleo-Hebrew was chosen precisely 

because it contained numerous useful ideological associations at once.

I believe that a similar phenomenon occurred during the Hasmonean period, and that the design 

of Hasmonean coinage is best understood in light of the re-emergence of Phoenician municipal 

coinage in the Seleucid Empire. In 169/8 BCE, a group of 19 cities in the western Seleucid 

Empire began minting their own bronze coinage, conventionally described as ‘quasi-municipal’ 

in modern scholarship, including the Phoenician cities of Tyre, Sidon, Ptolemais, Tripolis, 

Byblos, and Berytus (Laodicea).45 These issues bore the portrait of the Seleucid monarch on the 

obverse and a civic emblem—typically a local deity, palm tree, or ship—on the reverse. With 

the exception of Tripolis and Ptolemais, the Phoenician cities also included Phoenician legends 

naming the issuing community, often accompanied by epithets advertising their antiquity or 

prestige.46 These  quasi-municipal  coins  offered  the  closest  regional  analogue  for  an 

“independent”,  non-royal  civic  coinage  and  thus  provided  an  obvious  model  for  the 

Hasmoneans  as  they  gradually  secured  autonomy  from  Seleucid  rule.  It  is  therefore 

unsurprising that Hasmonean coins adopted both the basic structure of these issues—featuring, 

in place of a royal bust, a wreathed inscription naming the High Priest on the obverse and a 

maritime,  botanical,  or  religious  motif  on  the  reverse—and  a  script  closely  resembling 

Phoenician. As has been argued elsewhere, this reflects a broader Hasmonean tendency to 

assimilate the cultural idioms of their regional neighbours.47

45 Lorber 2008, 68.
46 Hoover 2004, 489; Lorber 2015, 68–69.
47 This can be seen in a range of contexts, including the design of miqva’ot (Adler 2018) and the spread of 
aniconic art (Kloner 2011 570–571; Levin 2020 13). For a broader discussion, see Economou 2026, chap. 4.
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The influence of these quasi-municipal coins may also be reflected in legends mentioning the 

‘Ḥever Ha-Yehudim’ on a number of coins issued by John Hyrcanus, Alexander Jannaeus, 

Judah Aristobulus, and Antigonus Mattathias. This term is somewhat ambiguous: while some 

have suggested that it should be translated as ‘the Council of the Judeans’48, others have pointed 

out that no such body appears in our literary sources, and have instead argued that it is an ethnic 

identifier  which  is  best  translated  ‘the  community  of  the  Judeans’.49 If  we  accept  this 

interpretation, the Phoenician coins, which typically feature similar ethnic identifiers (“of the 

Sidonians”, “of the Tyrians”, etc.), are again the obvious inspiration.

4.2 The Revolts Against Rome

Turning to the Jewish revolts against Rome, it is evident that the Paleo-Hebrew script was not 

employed in imitation of Phoenician cities, which by this period had largely abandoned the 

Phoenician script and language in favour of Greek (including on their coinage). Nevertheless, 

for the reasons discussed above, the Paleo-Hebrew script should not be understood only as a 

‘nationalistic’ gesture by the minting authorities. Rather, by the time of the First Jewish Revolt, 

the script had also become conventional within Jewish coinage through a process analogous to 

the sociolinguistic phenomenon of ‘borrowing’, whereby the adoption of an alien element is so 

thoroughly assimilated into a linguistic system that it ceases to be perceived as unusual.50  A 

comparable dynamic likely applied during the Bar Kokhba Revolt, by which time the status of 

Paleo-Hebrew as the standard script for Hebrew coin legends had been further reinforced by its 

use in the First Revolt. Given this long-established convention, it would in fact have been more 

surprising had the rebel authorities chosen to employ the Aramaic script, which was virtually 

unprecedented in earlier Jewish coinage.

5. Conclusions and Implications

In this paper, I have argued that the use of the Paleo-Hebrew script on Jewish coinage should not 

only be interpreted as ‘nationalistic’ or part of an archaising aesthetic intended to evoke the First 

48 Sperber 1965; Applebaum 1989, 26; Hendin 2021, 157.
49 Rappaport 1993; Rajak 2000, 54.
50 For further discussion of this term and its applicability to cultural history, see Mullen 2013, 79–81.
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Temple  period.  Rather,  I  have  suggested  that  its  adoption  during  the  Achaemenid  and 

Hellenistic periods also  reflected its close similarity with the Phoenician script, which was 

widely employed on Phoenician municipal coinage—the most immediate and influential model 

(along with Athenian coins) for early Judean issues. In this context, the script did not simply 

constitute  a  patriotic  assertion  of  cultural  distinctiveness,  but  signalled  Judea’s  sustained 

engagement with regional cultural networks.  Because the Paleo-Hebrew script was used so 

extensively on these earlier coins, by the time of the Jewish revolts against Rome it had become 

the conventional medium for Hebrew coin legends. Its use in this later period, therefore, should 

likewise not be understood as the product of a radical or ideologically charged programme.

 

This is not to suggest, however, that the script was semantically neutral. Across all periods, its  

presence endowed coins with a familiar  and authoritative appearance that  reinforced their 

legitimacy—whether through their resemblance to Phoenician municipal coinage or to earlier 

Judean types.  In this  way,  the Paleo-Hebrew script  functioned not only as an emblem of 

resistance  or  nostalgia,  but  as  a  guarantor  of  value  and  authenticity,  affirming  both  the 

credibility of the currency and the legitimacy of the issuing authority.

Bibliography:

Adler, Y. 2018. "The Hellenistic Origins of Jewish Ritual Immersion."  Journal for Jewish  

Studies 69, no. 1: 1–21.

Applebaum, S. 1989. Judaea in Hellenistic and Roman Times: Historical and Archaeological  

Essays. Brill.

Ariel, D. 2011. "Identifying the Mints, Minters and Meanings of the First Jewish Revolt Coins." 

In The Jewish Revolt against Rome: Interdisciplinary Perspectives, edited by M. Popović. Brill.

Barkay, R. 1989. "Another Paleo-Hebrew Ossuary Inscription." IEJ 39, no. 3–4.

Betlyon, J. W. 1980. The Coinage and Mints of Phoenicia (Pre-Alexandrine). Harvard Semitic 

Monographs. Brill.

Birnbaum, S. A. 1971. The Hebrew Scripts. Brill.

European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 2 (2026)

326



15

Bonnet,  C. 2019. "The Hellenistic Period and Hellenization in Phoenicia." In  The Oxford 

Handbook of the Phoenician and Punic Mediterranean, edited by B. R. Doak and C. López-

Ruiz. Oxford University Press.

Carr,  D.  M.  2011.  The  Formation  of  the  Hebrew  Bible:  A  New Reconstruction.  Oxford 

University Press.

Chatonnet, F. B., and R. Hawley. 2020. "Phoenician and Punic." In A Companion to Ancient  

Near Eastern Languages, edited by R. Hasselbach-Andee. Wiley Blackwell.

Cross, F. M. 1967. "The Origin and Early Evolution of the Alphabet." ErIsr 5: 8*–24*.

Deutsch, R. 2011. "Coinage of the First Jewish Revolt Against Rome: Iconography, Minting 

Authority, Metallurgy." In  The Jewish Revolt against Rome: Interdisciplinary Perspectives, 

edited by M. Popović. Brill.

———. 2012. "The Coinage of the Great Jewish Revolt Against Rome: Script, Language and 

Inscriptions." In Judaea and Rome in Coins, 65 CE to 135 CE, edited by D. M. Jacobson and N. 

Kokkinos. Spink and Sons.

Diringer, D. W. 1950. "Early Hebrew Script versus Square Script." In  Essays and Studies  

Presented to Stanley Arthur Cook. Taylor's Foreign Press.

Economou, M. 2019. "The Coinage of the First Jewish Revolt: Context and Meaning." NC 179: 

81–93.

———.  2026.  Institutions,  Ideologies,  and  Power  in  the  Hasmonean  State.  Liverpool 

University Press.

Edelman, D. 2006. "Tyrian Trade in Yehud under Artaxerxes I: Real or Fictional? Independent 

or Crown Endorsed?" In Judah and the Judeans in the Persian Period, edited by O. Lipschits 

and M. Oeming. Eisenbrauns.

European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 2 (2026)

327



16

Elayi, J. and A.G. Elayi. 2004. Le monnayage de la cité phénicienne de Sidon à l’époque perse 

(ve-ive s. av. J.-C.). Gabalda.

Elayi, J. and A.G. Elayi. 2009.  The Coinage of the Phoenician City of Tyre in the Persian  

Period (5th-4th cent. BCE). Peeters and Department of Oriental Studies.

Fantalkin, A. and O. Tal. 2006. "Redating Lachish Level I: Identifying Achaemenid Imperial 

Policy at the Southern Frontier of the Fifth Satrapy" In Judah and the Judeans in the Persian  

Period, edited by O. Lipschits and M. Oeming. Eisenbrauns.

Fantalkin, A. and O. Tal. 2012a. “The Canonization of the Pentateuch: When and Why? (Part 

I)”. ZAW 124: 1–18.

Fantalkin, A. and O. Tal. 2012b. “The Canonization of the Pentateuch: When and Why? (Part  

II)”. ZAW 124: 201–212.

Gitler,  H.,  C.  Lorber,  and  J.-P.  Fontanille.  2023.  The  Yehud  Coinage:  A  Study  and  Die  

Classification of the Provincial Silver Coinage of Judah. The Israel Numismatic Society.

Goodman, M. 2005. "Coinage and Identity: The Jewish Evidence." In Coinage and Identity in  

the Roman Provinces, edited by C. Howgego, V. Heuchert, and A. Burnett. Oxford University 

Press.

Grabbe, L. L. 2004. History of the Jews and Judaism in the Second Temple Period: Yehud—A  

History of the Persian Province of Judah. London: T&T Clark.

Hendin, D. 2012. "Jewish Coinage of the Two Wars: Aims and Meaning." In Judaea and Rome 

in Coins, 65 CE to 135 CE, edited by D. M. Jacobson and N. Kokkinos. Spink and Sons.

———. 2021. Guide to Biblical Coins. 6th ed. American Numismatic Society.

Hensel,  B.  2016.  Juda  und  Samaria:  Zum  Verhältnis  zweier  nachexilischer  Jahwismen. 

Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck.

European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 2 (2026)

328



17

Hoglund,  K.  G.  1992.  Achaemenid  Imperial  Administration  in  Syria-Palestine.  Atlanta: 

Scholars Press.

Hoover, O. 2004. "Ceci n'est pas l'autonomie: The Coinage of Seleucid Phoenicia as Royal and 

Civic Power Discourse." In Le Roi et l'économie: Autonomies Locales et Structures Royales  

dans l'économie de l'empire Séleucide, edited by V. Chankowski and F. Duyrat. Maison de 

l'Orient Méditerranéen.

Kanael, B. 1953. "The Historical Background of the Coins 'Year Four... of the Redemption of 

Zion.'" BASOR 129: 18–20.

Kloner, A. 2011. "The Identity of the Idumeans Based on the Archaeological Evidence from 

Maresha." In  Judah and the Judeans in the Achaemenid Period, edited by O. Lipschits, G. 

Knoppers, and M. Oeming, 563–73. Penn State University Press.

Lernau, H. and O. Lernau, 1989. “Fish Bone Remains”. In  Excavations in the South of the  

Temple Mount: The Ophel of Biblical Jerusalem, edited by E. Mazar and B. Mazar. Institute of 

Archaeology, Hebrew University of Jerusalem.

Lernau, H. and O. Lernau, 1992. “Fish Remains”. In Excavations at the City of David 1978–

1985, Directed by Yigal Shiloh, vol. 3, Stratigraphical, Environmental, and Other Reports, 

edited  by  A.  de  Groot  and  D.T.  Ariel.  Institute  of  Archaeology,  Hebrew  University  of 

Jerusalem.

Levin, Y. 2020. "The Religion of Idumea and Its Relationship to Early Judaism." Religions 11, 

no. 10: 1–27.

Lorber, C. 2008. "Ptolemaic Bronze Coinage of Tyre." INJ 16: 11–27.

European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 2 (2026)

329



18

———. 2015. "Royal Coinage in Hellenistic Phoenicia: Expressions of Continuity, Agents of 

Change." In La Phénicie Hellénistique. Actes du Colloque International de Toulouse (18–20  

Février 2013), edited by J. Aliquot and C. Bonnet. Maison de l'Orient Méditerranéen.

Machiela, D., and R. Jones. 2021. "Was There a Revival of Hebrew during the Hasmonean 

Period? A Reassessment of the Evidence." Journal of Ancient Judaism 12: 217–80.

Magen, Y., H. Misgav, and L. Tsfania. 2004.  Mount Gerizim Excavations, Volume I: The  

Aramaic, Hebrew and Samaritan Inscriptions. JSP2.

Mansfield, R., B. Overcash, and S. Llewelyn. 2017. "The Use of Paleo-Hebrew Script on Jewish 

Revolt Coins." In Registers and Modes of Communication in the Ancient Near East: Getting the 

Message Across, edited by K. H. Keimer and G. Davis. Routledge.

Mendels, D. 1997. The Rise and Fall of Jewish Nationalism. Eerdmans.

Meshorer, Y. 1982. Ancient Jewish Coinage I. Amphora.

Meshorer, Y. 2001. A Treasury of Jewish Coins. Yad Ben-Zvi and Amphora.

Meshorer, Y. and S. Qedar. 1991. The Coinage of Samaria in the Fourth Century BCE. 
Numismatic Fine Arts International.

Mizrahi,  N.  2017.  "Script-Switching:  Linguistic  and Historical  Aspects  of  the  Shift  from 

Hebrew to Aramaic Script in the Second Temple Period." In Proceedings of the Twelfth Mainz 

International Colloquium on Ancient Hebrew (MICAH) and Cognate Languages, edited by R. 

G. Lehmann, K. Park, and A. E. Zernecke. Verlag Hartmut Spenner.

Mullen,  A.  2013.  Southern  Gaul  and  the  Mediterranean:  Multilingualism  and  Multiple  

Identities in the Iron Age and Roman Periods. Cambridge University Press.

Naveh, J. 1968. "Dated Coins of Alexander Janneus." IEJ 18.

———. 1973. "An Aramaic Tomb Inscription Written in Paleo-Hebrew Script." IEJ 23, no. 2: 

82–91.

European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 2 (2026)

330



19

———. 1982. Early History of the Alphabet: An Introduction to West Semitic Epigraphy and  

Palaeography. Brill.

Noonan, B. J. 2011. "Did Nehemiah Own Tyrian Goods? Trade between Judea and Phoenicia 

during the Achaemenid Period." JBL 130, no. 2: 281–98.

Perrot, A., and M. Richelle. 2022. "The Dead Sea Scrolls' Paleo-Hebrew Script: Its Roots in 

Hebrew Scribal Tradition." In The Hebrew Bible Manuscripts: A Millennium, edited by É. Attia 

and A. Perrot. Brill.

Rajak,  T.  2000.  Jewish Dialogue with Greece and Rome: Studies  in  Cultural  and Social  

Interaction. Brill.

Rappaport, U. 1976. "The Emergence of Hasmonean Coinage." AJS Review 1: 171–86.

———. 1993. "On the Meaning of Heber ha-Yehudim." In The Hasmonean State, edited by U. 

Rappaport and I. Ronen. Yad Ben-Zevi and The Open University.

———.  2014.  "The  Inscriptions  on  the  Yehud  and  the  Hasmonean  Coins:  Historical 

Perspectives." In 'See, I Will Bring a Scroll Recounting What Befell Me' (Ps 40:8), edited by E. 

Eshel and Y. Levin. Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht.

Regev,  E.  2013.  The  Hasmoneans:  Ideology,  Archaeology,  Identity.  Journal  of  Ancient 

Judaism, Supplements 10. Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht.

Reich,  R.,  E.  Shukron,  and O.  Lernau.  2007.  “Recent  Discoveries  in  the  City  of  David, 

Jerusalem”. IEJ 57: 153–69.

Rosenthaler, M. 1975. "A Paleo-Hebrew Ossuary Inscription." IEJ 25: 138–39.

Roth, C. 1962. "Historical Implications of the Jewish Coinage of the First Revolt." IEJ 12, no. 1: 

33–46.

European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 2 (2026)

331



20

Schniedewind, W. M. 2013.  A Social History of Hebrew: Its Origins through the Rabbinic  

Period. Yale University Press.

Seyrig, H. 1962. "Le Monnayage de Ptolémaïs en Phénicie." RN 4: 25–50.

Sperber, D. 1965. "A Note on Hasmonean Coin-Legends: Heber and Rosh Heber." PEQ 97, no. 

1: 85–93.

Tal, O. 2012. "The Greek Coinages of Palestine." In  The Oxford Handbook of Greek and  

Roman Coinage, edited by W. E. Metcalf, 252–74. Oxford University Press.

Tov, E. 2004. Scribal Practices and Approaches Reflected in the Texts Found in the Judean  

Desert. Brill.

Vanderhooft,  D.  S.  2021.  "Aramaic,  Paleo-Hebrew and  'Jewish'  Scripts  in  the  Ptolemaic 

Period." In Times of Transition: Judea in the Early Hellenistic Period, edited by S. Honigman, 

C. Nihan, and O. Lipschits. Pennsylvania State University Press.

Williamson, H. G. M. 1988. "The Governors of Judah under the Persians." Tyndale Bulletin 39: 

59–82.

Wise, M. O. 2015.  Language and Literacy in Roman Judaea: A Study of the Bar Kokhba  

Documents. Yale University Press.

Wyssmann, P. 2014. "The Coinage Imagery of Samaria and Judah in the Late Persian Period." 

In A 'Religious Revolution' in Yehûd?: The Material Culture of the Persian Period as a Test  

Case, edited by C. Frevel, K. Pyschny, and I. Cornelius. Academic Press Fribourg.

Zissu, B., and O. Abadi. 2014. "Paleo-Hebrew Script in Jerusalem and Judea from the Second 

Century B.C.E. through the Second Century C.E." Journal for Semitics 23, no. 2: 653–64.

European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 2 (2026)

332



