
118 (2003)

Priestly urıty an Socıial Organisation in Persian Period Judah*
Joachim Schaper Tübingen

As Call be deduced from the tıtle, the present author ASSUTNECS that there 15 connection and,
probably, mutual interdependence between CONCcepIS of priestly DUurıey and the actual
soc1al organısatıon of Achaemenı1d Judah. We address that pomnt in moment. First of
all, however, ave define hat [11Call by priestly purıty The term 15 ere sed
denote the Concept rather: CONCEPIS of purıty that informed the post-exılıc Judaean
priesthood and determined its actıons and that Can be grasped in wrıtings such the book
of Ezekıiel, the Priestly Document, the Deuteronomıistic Hıstory and, of COUTSC, the 00
of KEzra-Nehemnua! and of (C‘hronıicles shall [ gaın insıghts into these CONCECPIS of
purıty, especılally into hat of then { relate them the socıal realıty of
Achaemenı1id My ead question 11l be hat kınd of interaction, ıf ally, W as ere
between the order imposed by priestly purıty rules and the order of socıety In general?
nal W as the relatıon between purıty, holiıness and the cult, and how dıd ıt affect the WdYy
soclety WwWorkel

In her classıc, Url, and Danger, Douglas summarızes the esults of her
dıscussıon of Lev 6 A 1497 and eut by statıng that „holıness 15
exemplıfied by completeness. Holıness requires hat indıvıduals chal] conform the class

which they belong. And holıiness requıres hat dıfferent classes of thıngs chall nNOT be
confused.‘““ Holıness 15 concerned ıth order, and purıty 15 owards holıness.
Purıity thus upholds holy order, nNOoTt Just amn ONS classes of thıngs, but Iso classes of
people By the SAalllc oken, purıty provıdes securıty. {t 1S CasS y SCC, therefore, that purıty
Can be of prime iımportance to whole soclety. Also, the Concept of purıty upheld by NC

segment of soclety necessarıly affects other segments of hat socıety. Inasmuch the 16 W
of purıty defines the membershiıp of gıven TOUD, it precludes others TOmM hat
membership. The enforcement of such borders between SITOUDS, however, 1S consıdered,
least by of the concerned, and useful. *

In thıs aDCI, ave be VeETY careful dıfferentiate between epLs of
priestly Durıty and of society in Achaemeni1d and the soc1al and polıtıcal reality
durıng that per10d. The Priestly Document and the Holıiness Code, Just {[WO

examples, paınt the picture of elaborately structured, hierarchical Israel ıth prec1ıse
lIınes of demarcatıon between basıcally Tree strata of soclety, 1.e the priests (wıth the Hıgh
Priest theır ca the Levıtes and the Israelıtes. However, the Israel paınted by the
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Priestly rıtıng only vaguely eflects the of Judaean soclety in the Persian per10|
Rather, 1t 1S Conservaltıve utopia that propagates CONCceptL of order holy order, indeed
that Was presumabily shared only by minorıity of udaeans al the time. The Salllc

irue for the cConcepts of priesthood and the functions of the Levıtes and the Israelites put
OTWAT'| In the Holıness Code, Ezek 40-48 and ther such Jenson describes the
conservatıve utopla of rather appropriately when he SayS that „[a]ccordıng the Priestly
world-view, Israel’s socı]al order demonstrate: harmon10us and closely elated hıerarchy
of OUDS, ach of which took partıcular roles in relatıon the cult Priests, Levıtes and
members of the trıbes played roles correspondıing theır distance irom the Sanctiuary and
eIr status The priests WeEeTC consecrated and had responsI1bılıties In the SancCc{uUary,
whıle the Levıtes WEeTC appoınted guard it Wıthın ese ere 1S further

thegradıng and dıfferentiation, that the hıgh priest W as super10r h1is SONS

Kohathıtes the er {WO Leviıtical lans and Judah the er trıbes «4
Thıs, of' W as t00O ‚harmon10us‘ be quıte iru  D Why thıs W ds S chall SCC

010)88 Let jJust note ere ın passıng that the Priestly Document’s WaYy of establıshıng
order through the imposition of purıty rules W ds applıed noTt Just ıts Vvisıon of soclety
ıth the ensuıng stratiıficatıon of that soclety along the lınes of purıty and holıiness but
Iso ıth regard the Sanc{uary and the rıtual, and, indeed, the Concept of time. thus

5establıshed hat Jenson aptly Cal „holıness spectrum that ENCOMPASSCS socıal ell
rıtual and COSMIC order. None of the three be analyzed ındependently of the others

From the pomt of 1eW of P: the ıfe of soclety 15 structured accordıng the relatıon the
soc1a] constituting that society ave VLS-A-VILS the cult

So much fOor the moment ıth regard the utopla propagated by What, then, do
KNOW about the socıal and polıtıcal realıty of In the Persjan per10d?

It W as the Persian-appointed V1 who held the ultımate position of In the
province. However, he W as NOL the head of Judaean admınıstrative hierarchy. Rather,
he should be hought of „Overseer‘“ who kept CYyYC the internal self-
admıniıstration of the province.“ f SerOus trouble at hand, he WOU. not interfere
ıth the province’s internal polıtics. hıs be the 1CasSon for the dearth of
informatıon OU! ese functionarıes ın the Bıble. The udaeans properly took notice of
them only In times of CTISIS. Thus, important SO VEINOT 1ıke Bagohı 1S practically absent
irom the Hebrew (but cf. Eır 2:14 8:14 and Neh 18), whereas Nehemiah 15
gıven 'ast amount of

The hıgh priest, rankıng next the MMSR, Was the second most mportant INall In
Achaemeniıd Judah / 'hıs becomes obvious from Haggaı 13 where Zerubbabel ben
Shealtıel, the MD, and Joshua ben ehozadak, the 65357 172, mentioned. The hıgh pries
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W d> the head of the college of prıests, not Just DFIMUS inter but rather super10r
hıs colleagues. Ihe temple personnel consısted of the hıgh priest, the priests, the Levıtes
and subordinate officıals.

Another mportant instıtution of publıc 1ıfe Was the councıl of elders, OI, in Nehemiah’s
term1nology, the akhals er fOor example, Neh 2:16) They AIc Iso called M1axN: (cf.
Ezr. 2:68) Aramaiıc exXiIs, they dIiC desıgnated N T1 9 (Ezr. y 9; S, 14).°

In 3(0):18-19 tınd the phrases 71122 _” N] 1D 13 mb N 1112 and
N T], 1° an S 1D 'T TI N at also denote these institutions.

The Jewısh polıty W ds organısed along the lınes of the MIaN EBı and the heads of ese
MIaN 35 (those of the aymen el] Ose of the priests) congregated in the councıl of
elders ell In the college of priests. ”  Ö It becomes obvious TOmM Neh P A and
Neh 54 Z that Levıtes and priests, {O0O, WEeTC organısed ıIn M1 aN 3 also cf.
Ezr. 36-39, 61-62; Neh 39-42, 43, 61-' 15 dıfficult tell whether Levıtes and
er non-priestly temple personne|l belonged the college of priests. ‘ thınk ıt rather
unlıkely SINCE ıt Was only under Nehemiah that Levıtes WEeIC admıtted the commıttee
responsıble for overseeing the temple treasury. “ In CasSC, the college of priests W as

subordinate the Hıgh Priest, 15 clear TOM 3()18® where „the Hıgh Priest and hıs
colleagues, the priests‘“ ATC mentioned.

It 1S obvıous hat of possıbılıties the 11  S office ofHıgh TIES carrıed in the early
post-exılıc period. * The Hıgh TIES! controlled and influenced the decısıons of OTIC of the
ree MoOost important instıtutions ın Achaemen1d Judah, 1.e. those of the college of priests.
The er tWO WEeTITC the SO VCINOI and the councıl of elders We Can safely AaSSUTTNEC that all
hree instıtutions WEeTIC ın Constan: communicatıon which o€eSs nOot INCAaN, however, that

taken by the SOVETINOT had be agree: ıth the college of priests and the councıl
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of elders  14 although ıt 15 lıkely that consulted both udaean institutions when
SIAaVC matters WEeEeTC hand. ”

ere Was yeL another polıtıcal instıtution ıIn Persjan per10 Judah whose influence,
however, rarely felt the DMp „DCOpD le gathering‘‘; cf. Ezr. 10:1, 1 ' 1 Neh 8  s
hron. 20:14: 23:2) Mnp (Neh: 5:7) Such gatherings WEeIC called onliy in [al and
had In the ay-to-day runnıng of the provıince, but they could act corrective!

confirm decisi0on. 1/

From thıs brief sketch of the socılal and polıtical realıty of Achaemen1d it cshould ave
become Obvıous In hat the Priestly Document, zek 40-48% and the book of
Chronicles proviıde ıth uLop1as of Israel rather than mirrors of ıts post-exıilıc sıtuation.
The er be TLIOTEC less acurately reflected ın the Dbook of Ezra-Nehem1i1 read
In conjunction ıth the Elephantıne documents.

There 1S, however, certaın egree of overlap between the tructure of the ideal Israel
and that of Achaemenid Judaean soclety. oth ıdeally and historically, the Hıgh Priest 15
the hıghest-rankıng Judaean and 1S surrounded Dy concentric cırcles of cultıc personnel.
oth ın the priestly utopla and ın Judaean realıty, there 15 the ast maJorıty of OSse who
have officıal role in the cult But ere Iso 15 ONC sıgnıfıcant dıfference: the utopıan
ideal paınts the cult the all-ımportant institution around 1G the whole of Israel 15
gathered, ıth which CVCIY Israelıte 15 alıgned and hıch CVETYONGC, eater lesser
degree, contributes. Judaean realıty, however, W as dıfferent matter. oth Nehemiah and
K7zra had deal ıth problems that orıginated irom hat ONe INnaYy call ack of interest
COTTECT cultıic procedure the of both the laıty and the priests, includıng other temple
personnel.

However, such behavıour 1S nNnOot at the cCentre of attention of the present study.
interested, rather, In the WdYy CONCcepIs of purıty especlally priestly purıty affected the
soclety of Achaemeniı1d Judah prime example 1s the of the term 555 in certaın
parts of the Hebrew and the insıght it provıdes into the relatıon between Concepis and
actıons urıng that per10 As Carter has pointed Ouf, the term has three maJor
meanıngs in ıts dıfferent CONtfeXTSsS

Ihe first con{fers the notion ”,to designate separate for specıfic purpose‘, such
mıilıtary Service hron 12.9), the cıtles of refuge eu! 4.41 19.2,; When

applıed the cultus, thıs of the word refers the selection of people trıbes for
c< 18partıcular cultic duties. thıs WAaY, the Leviıtes „separate from Israel In Num.

8:14 Thiıs 15 found rıght aACTOSS the Oar c1. Num 8:14; eut. 4:41, 10:8, F9:2:7;
hron 1279 23:13, 251

14 C ALLING, Studien ZUF Geschichte sraels Im persischen Zeitalter, Tübingen 1964, 163
15 ST GALLINGS remarks (D Studien, 63) concerning the requested directed at Bagohı by the Jews of

Elephantıne
Attendants WEIC able USCc the pportunity 18 protest agaınst INCAasSuirc that Was being planned, cf.

Ezr. 0:15 In ONC CaScl, the pla Was entirely evoted fOo protest (Neh. 5:31/ 4: the nction of the pla during the eadıng of the OTral (Ezr. 85,2) the OCCasıon 1S sed {o
famıilıarıze the people ıth the Law and tO enlist their Support for its introduction (cf. Err. 8& 12).( ‚ARTER, The Emergence of In the Persian Period. Social anı Demographic Study
(JSOTS 294), Sheffield 1999, DA
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The second Carrıes the idea of physıca separatıon, In the creation ACCOUNLT of
Gen and In the STOTY of Israel’s separatıon from the rebellious 1NEeN around Korah,

and 1ram ın Num 16:21 P ıke» the term 1S applıed the separatıon
of the Israelıtes TOmM e1Ir foreıgn WI1IVes and TOom foreign people generally in Ezr. 10:11
and Neh. $  UD FOr sımılar5 cft. Iso FExodus 26:33; eut. 29:20 and zek ET

The thırd arrıes the meanıngz „LO separate 20  sever‘‘; ıt cultic term
sed in the Onftfexti of sacrıfice where the of sacrıfıcıal anımals 1S concerned; cf.
Lev.

The interesting pomt 15 that the term 555 bridges the SdaDS between Varıous dıfferent
trands of (Jld JTestament lıterature. As ave SCCIL, it (JCCUTS In Priestly ell

ın Deuteronomy, Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles Concerning Ezra-Nehemıiah, ISI
rightly pomnts Out that „[a]lthough INa of the 1UAaNCcEs of\ discussed above present
in Ezra-Nehemıiah, the iıdea of physıca. separatıon 1S MoOst and 1s developed in [WO

WdYy>S Thıs separatıon 15 always irom SOINC Ltype of uncleanness, usually elated
foreigners; sometimes the emphasıs 15 placed the act of separatıon ıtself, ıle in other

OTMIC separates oneself from the impurıty of the natıons Or fOr obedience YHWH
and/or the Torah *!

Obvıously 55 15 many-sıded term It 1s remarkable eature of the SCS ıt 15 pDut In
the Hebrew Bıble that they a1] ın the underlyıng CONCEDL of SE  ıng

ci22dıstinction and that 1t 1S term which Camme promınence only in the exı1ılıc and the
Persian per10ds. The 1Irs important question ave address 15 how exactly the
term 1S sed bridge SaDS between dıfferent aspects of Judaean 1ıfe durıng that per10d.
prime example 1S provıded Dy the uUSC of55 in The tone 15 sefi by ıts uUsSc In the creation
AaCCOUNT of enes1is denote actıon of separatıng the elements and day and nıght;
cf. enesIis 1 O, 7’ 1 9 As Schmidt has demonstrated, (G0d 1S ere descrnibed

God of order rather than mythıc producer of the elements ** Since the creatiıon acCount
set the tone for all that ollowel in and, ater, for the whole of the Pentateuch order
1S ng from the start assoc1lated ıth the deıty. As acCo points Out in hıs monumental
cCommentary Genes!I1s, „Oorder equals separatiıon®‘: „Nach der ersten Schöpfung VOT

Hımmel und Erde besteht Gottes Werk in Ordnung, OÖrdnung aber ist Scheidung.
Whenever —_5 OCCUIS In ater Darts of and, by extension, in the Pentateuch the reader
15 remınded of 1rs act of separatıon in Gen. E aCT constitutive of creation. 'Ihe
implıcation 1S that all Ose who CNBASC in CIs ofx in WaYy In od’s actıvıty

19 ( ‚ARTER, U 3172
20 ( ‚ARTER, Ul 3172

‚ARTER, Ul ST
22 ARTER, Ul 311
23 SCHMIDT, Die Schöpfungsgeschichte der Priesterschrift: Zur Überlieferungsgeschichte Von

Genesis]1, /-2,4a und - 40=3:24 17), Neukirchen-Vluyn 1967, 99-103, 16/-169
24 ACOB, Das Buch Genesis, Berlin 934 Tepr. Stuttgart 33 ( hid. „Be1 keinem erke, bıs

auf den Menschen, fehlt das Wort cheıdung der Artung, dieses für die organıschen Wesen Pflanzen und
Tiere), jenes be1 den Ordnungen für eıt und Raum: Tag und aC. 1mme. und Erde (Festland und eer
Nach der ersten chöpfung VON immel und Erde esteht CGiottes Werk ın rdnung, Urdnung aber ist
Scheidung. Darın pricht sıch eın priesterlich-arıstokratischer Sınn für Gliederung und Schranke, Maß und
kıgenart, dıe Abneigung ermischung und Unterschiedslosigkeit aus  -
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and contribute the creatio CONLUINUG. ach act of —> constıitutes in its OWI], SMa WaY
restitutio In integrum of creation. It 15 nNnOoL surprisıng that 5 1S predominantly sed ıth
reference priestLy actıvıty.

55 1s essentially wholeheartedly posıtıve term. P, it ften refers CIs that
constitutive of the ıdeal Israel, becomes obvıous irom, 5SdYy, Num. 8:14 and 16:9 that
speak of the separatıon of the Levıtes from the Israelıtes by Moses and
respectively (G}: eut 10:8; „separator‘‘). F  ermore, the te  3 denotes, In D
the elevate' posıtion of certaın priests; cfi. Num. 16:21 Thıs UusSc ofb 1S Iso reflected in
Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah, books that heavıly influenced by the document; cti.
hron. 234{3 B7r 824 and Iso hron. 25:1,; HK7r. 10:16 eut 29:20 and K7ZrTr. 10:8,
the te!]  3 refers the exclusıon of iransgressors from the communıty.

As 1s obvıo0us, and has een poıinted Dy, aINONS others, Begrich“” and, followıng hım,
Otzen,“ there 15 intimate connection between the term >5 and the dichotomies

between DUIC and ımpure and between holy and profane; cf. Lev 10:10 (!); 11:44, 47;
02325 For priests not separate the holy from the profane and the PUIC from the
impure 15 consıdered violation of orah and indeed desecration of God himself;
c1. Ezek O and zek 44:27

10 dıfferentiate 3: between DUTIC and impure, holy and profane W as OLG of the maın
preoccupatıons of the relıg10us elıtes of post-exılıc Judah 10 extend the concept of —5
the separatıon of Israel from the nations must have seemed natural; cf. Exodus 19:6 and,
followıng it, Eror. O:21:; Neh. 9  5 10:29 55 thus assumed yel another meanıng; from then

it has een ıntımately OUN! ıth the Concept of the election of Israel. It 15 further
applıed dıvorcıing foreıgn WIVeS (Ezr. 9:1; 103 1) and separatıng from those who
perceived foreigners (Neh. 13:3: Isa. 56:3)

We ave several instances of cConcept of establıshıng order :'hrou: separatıon. One
COuU all of the above by sayıng that the Priestly Document eals ıth bınary
world:“/ DUIC and impure, holy and profane, priests and non-priests, Israel and the natıons.
It 15 dec1isıve realıse that soclal anthropology offers WdYy of understandıng thıs
phenomenon. Wrıight adopts models of soc1al anthropology the understandıng of,
in rıght’s words, the „spectrum of priestly impurı Wright’s study provıdes OIMNC

entral nsıght that 15 relevant thıs study the system of grade impurıties imposed
the Israelıtes „creates‘““, In Wright’s words, ‚„for the soclety’s members ubiquıtous and
perpetual experience of purıty and impurıty. Members of socilety might tend
categorıze actıons by OTIC of the states. Even when the sSystem has NOL specıfically
abeled the nature of acCT, the of thought could ead classıfiıcatıon

25 BEGRICH, DIE priesterliche Tora'  k (1936), 1n: 1 Gesammelte Studıen ZU en Testament
(Theologische Büchere1 ZI} München 1964, 232-260, especlally 235-236

26 TZEN, S 1n: 1WAT ([19733; col. 518-520
27 (ST: LYAN, Kıtes, 3-5 and passım,
28 WRIGHT, „The Spectrum of Priestiy Impurıity‘  S: 1n: ANDERSON and LYAN (eds.),

Priesthood and Cult INn Ancient Israel (JSOTS 125), Sheffijeld 1991, 150-181
29 RIGHT, „Spectrum’ 176
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It Was the a1m of the Priestly Wrıting inculcate in the Israelıtes of that bınary
WOT. make them thınk In terms of pDalırs of opposıtes In order sharpen theır
sens1bilıty for matiters of purıty. The ultımate aım Was constıtute Israel holy people,
1.€. people In accordance ıth ıts god. As it SdyS in Lev 19:1 „„Day all the
congregatıon of the people of israel, You shall be holy; for the I{} yOUuTr God
holy.  et As Douglas pomnts Oufl, „[t]he and ceremonı1es allı focussed

the idea of the holıness of G0d which 981581 must create in theır OW] lıves. So thıs 15
unıverse in 1C 1881501 DIOSDCI by conforming holiness and per1s! when they devıate
irom it  .u30 COUTSC, segment of ıfe COu be consıdered eXempt from that. Lev 20 2ZE
26 provıdes perfect example of the intertwining of the indıvıidual and the socı1al and the
dıvıne and the human:
„But ave saıd yOU, ‚You chall inheriıt theır land and 111 g1ve it yYOoUu POSSCSS,
and flowıng ıth mılk and honey. the LO yOUTr God, who Aave separated yOou
from the peoples (D”5397 779 Q maan DDWTDN An
You shall therefore make distinction (D ZM) between the clean beast and the unclean
and between the unclean bırd and the clean; yOUu not make yourselves abomiıinable DYy
beast by bırd DYy anythıng ıth which the groun cems.  5 which Aave sel fOor
yOUu hold unclean. ND 559 MTn N MDn
You be holy IT for the LO holy, and AVe separated (27289)) yOoUu from
the peoples, that YOUu should be mıne.“

Thıs PasSsSapC, althoug! nNnot taken from P, but TOM the Holıness Code, contaıns the
quıintessence of the priestly 1e6W of purıty and holiness. The term 555 D' the OOr into
the bınary priestly WOT. Ihe authors behind trıed impose theır 1eW of the mMatter
the populace of Persian pEeTIO: Judah but, deduced earlıer from Ezra-Nehemiah and
the Elephantıne papyrı, really succeeded. Many Judaeans 111 ave een indıfferent,
SOTITIC actıvely opposed the Priestly CONCEPL, cf. Isa 592 and ıts polemics agamnst the
COnNcept of 5573 employe iın Lev 20:24, 26 and Ings a  9

Much ater, however, the Priestly concept succeeded, havıng een transftormed and
extiende: all Judaeans Dy the Pharısaıic vemen! In the Persian per10d, though, the Sap
between the cultıic and Ssoc1al utopıa of and the soc1]1al realıty of Achaemeni1d Judah COuU
not be closed The authors behind and its SUCCESSIVE extensions and those influenced by
theır thought, not eas Nehemiah and Ezra, quıte succeeded. The Levıtes nd the
Pharısees carrıed theır work and did succeed, but NOL untıl several centurlies later.
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