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Introduction
The present volume is a collection of papers presented at the symposium
Text and Ritual, in Copenhagen in November 2008. The idea for the
Symposium was hatched at the annual meeting of the network OTSEM
(Old Testament Studies: Epistemologies and Methods) in Lund, Sweden, in
April 2008. At the Lund meeting, it became clear that several of the
network’s members, senior as well as junior, worked with ritual texts in
one form or the other and that all struggled with more or less the same
methodological differences. It seemed obvious to ‘compare notes’ in order
to learn from each others’ experiences.
The popularity and relevance of ritual studies within the field of Ancient
Religious Studies and the need for addressing methodological issues is well
illustrated by the fact that what started out as an idea for an informal
workshop for three PhD students and a professor grew to become a wholeday symposium on Text and Ritual, featuring scholars specializing in
Religious Studies, Dead Sea Scrolls and Hebrew Bible from universities in
Australia, Finland, Norway and Denmark.
As mentioned above the aim of the symposium, Text and Ritual, was to
discuss the methodological difficulties connected with the study of rituals
in textual form. The title, Text and Ritual, was meant to incorporate both
ritual as text; that is, descriptive as well as prescriptive ritual texts and text
as ritual; that is, liturgical texts and their role and place in rituals.
One of several possible approaches to ritual texts is to apply a ritual
theoretical or ”ritualistic” analysis to the text in question in which one
focuses on the ritual text as ritual – as a cultic text. In broad terms, a ritual
functions in two dimensions: In his paper “Ritual Theory and The Hebrew
Bible: vertical and horizontal ritual theory”, Hans Jørgen Lundager Jensen
refers to them as the horizontal and the vertical dimensions. The vertical
dimension has to do with the performance of ritual; namely the fact that a
ritual is performed, enacted, and the consequences this may have in ways
of socializing and group-strengthening effects. If one were a social
anthropologist studying ritual behaviour, one would be able to observe
these signs of socialization in a focus group. When working with ritual
texts produced by cultures and societies that are long past one has to
imagine these processes of socialization, which appear to be to some extent
universal consequences of rituals’ vertical dimension.
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The horizontal dimension carries the ‘meaning’ or the ‘message’ of a ritual,
but what does a ritual ‘mean’ and how do we find out? In ritual studies it is
no longer assumed that a ritual’s formalized actions can be interpreted as
mere symbols that can be translated almost as one would translate a
language with a 1:1 relationship between a symbol and its meaning. The
meaning of a given ritual is tied to its context in time and culture. It is
never constant and universal, but always relative and it may change over
time. Well-known ritual acts such as ritual ablutions, ritual meals or ritual
shaving of hair may have very different ‘meanings’ and functions, not only
from culture to culture, but even within the same cultural and ritual
system.1
Contemporary studies of rituals have shown that although rituals are
viewed by ritual performers as instrumental, efficacious and useful or
‘good’, these qualities are not dependent on the ritual’s ‘meaning’.
Sometimes ritual performers do not agree on what a certain ritual means.
Very often they simply do not know or have not thought about it.2
This has led some scholars to underline the difference in
practices between performing a ritual and ascribing meanings to or making
representations of ritual actions. The ‘meaning’ is not in the act itself. It is
ascribed to it. Therefore, the ascription of meaning, the interpretation, the
representation of the ritual act, is always secondary to the ritual act. 3 This
insight places the practice of scholars of ritual in line with the practices of
the producers of the texts and artefacts we study. As Nancy Jay expresses
it, there are two kinds of “situatedness”: that of the ritual actor and that of
the interpreter. We, as scholars of ancient religions, have forever lost direct
access to the first and we belong to and are at the same time dependent on
earlier generations for the latter. Therefore the quest for a ritual’s
‘meaning’ is not a matter of striving for perfection until one gets it ‘just
right’, but a matter of description and interpretation and redescription and
reinterpretation in order to approach the “situatedness” of the ritual
performer. “An interpretation of ritual is valid if it opens what was
otherwise closed, if it enables us to understand what had been
unintelligible.”4
In order for us as interpreters to approach the ritual performers to better
understand and relate to a ritual, we must develop different ways of
1

For a good example of the multiple meanings of a ritual action see Olyan 1998.
Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994.
3
Jay 1992: 1-17.
4
Jay 1992: 13.
2
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approaching the texts, different ways of ‘questioning’ our informants,
different reading techniques. Hans Jørgen Lundager Jensen, accordingly
proposes a structuralist reading technique in his paper.
A different approach is to focus on the ritual text as text. Here it is relevant
to apply literary or narrative reading methods to the ritual text. When a
ritual text is exposed to a literary reading, the function of the text is very
often linked to strategies of memory. This is the case in Sarah Hart’s paper,
”A Literary Exegesis of the “Burnt Offering of a Bull” [Lev 1:1-9] in
Intertextuality with the Cultic Tent [Ex 24 -Num 10]”, in which the brief
text of the burnt offering of a bull in Lev 1:1-9 is placed in a larger literary
context by means of the relationship between intra-text and inter-text. The
ritual text is interpreted as a liturgical text with mimetic functions intended
to invoke the memory of a now disappeared temple cult in the Diaspora.
Jørn Varhaug reaches a similar conclusion in his paper: ”The
establishment of conventional metaphors and the acts of remembrance”,
when he uses an approach to rituals, developed by McCauly and Lawson,
to uncover ritual ‘fragments’ in Psalms 22, 23 and 24. These psalms use
ritual imagery to produce memories of a ritual in the minds of their
listeners and thus the ritual and everything it entails in its vertical as well as
its horizontal dimension is actualized without the ritual ever being actually
performed.
Another and more tangible example of ritual texts’ capacity to
store memory is presented by Jørgen Podemann Sørensen in his paper,
”Ritual Texts as Knowledge and as Performance”, in which he shows
examples of ancient Egyptian ritual texts written on votive steles and
funerary steles, which function not merely as substitutes for the worshipper
but as symbols of specific ritual competences and knowledge, in spite of
the fact that the deceased had never performed the ritual described by the
ritual text.
In the three papers mentioned above we see how the
textualization of ritual to some extent makes superfluous or replaces the
actual performance of ritual.
A third approach to ritual texts is not aimed at how to read a ritual text, but
how to identify a text as ritual in the first place:
Mika S. Pajunen gives a practical example of such an
identification of a ritual text in his paper, ”The Function of 11QPsApa as a
Ritual”, in which he performs an analysis of the text and takes into account
the contents of the text as well as the physical appearance of the scroll.
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Pajunen identifies 11QPsApa as a ritual text that has been used in
communal rituals of excorcism.
Jesper Høgenhaven offers a research historical retrospect with his paper,
”Ritual readings of Qumran texts”, in which he uncovers the interpretative
strategies behind an understanding of The Rule of the Community (1QS)
and the War Scroll (1QM) understood as ritual texts.
Finally, with the paper ”Practice behind the Text? The Conditional Vow in
Hebrew Bible Narrative Texts”, the present writer discusses how far we
can go in a reconstruction of ritual practices based on Hebrew Bible
narrative texts.
I would like to thank the contributors for their involvement in this project
and the Faculty of Theology in Copenhagen for financial help for the
symposium and the publication of the papers.
Anne Katrine Gudme
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Ritual and Text in the Hebrew Bible: Theoretical Reflections
Hans J. Lundager Jensen, Aarhus University
Elements of a theory of ritual
In all cases of ritual, including ritual texts in the Hebrew Bible, there are
two fundamental dimensions one ought to take into consideration. In this
paper, I name these the ‘horizontal’ and the ‘vertical’ dimension. A ritual’s
‘horizontal’ dimension has to do with its specific organization: what the
ritual ‘says’, what ‘message’ or messages it may transmit, what sentiment
or feeling it may evoke among its performers and in what way it may
articulate its message(s). The ‘vertical’ dimension, on the other hand, has to
do with the ritual as ritual; that is, with the fact that the ritual is performed.
The horizontal dimension
In its horizontal dimension a given ritual has to do with specific forms:
liturgical and semantic. With the word ‘liturgy’, I here understand the acts,
agents, special and temporal settings and paraphernalia that may be
required for a given ritual. With the word ‘semantic’, I understand the
‘meaning(s)’ or ‘message(s)’ that a given ritual transmits (or can be
supposed to transmit). In other words, ‘liturgy’ relates to ‘semantics’ as
signifiants relate to signifiés in languages (cf., Saussure). In the horizontal
dimension, ritual is a semiotic system, the signifiants of which are physical
acts, human bodies, etc., not sounds or graphical signs. A semantic analysis
of a ritual will proceed to its semantic level through an analysis of its
liturgy. In its horizontal dimension, a ritual is a way of expressing a
meaning that, in principle, can be expressed also in other ways; e.g., in
language or in images.
In its horizontal dimension, every ritual presupposes other, alternative
rituals or other ways of transmitting meanings, which it explicitly or
implicitly evokes, connects to, refuses, denies, etc. Irrespective of the
specific significance of, e.g. Christmas Eve, in a specific cultural setting, it
is not New Years Eve, Passover, funeral and it does not articulate the
meanings transmitted by such other rituals. Signification (parole)
presupposes implicit systems of meaning (langue). In this respect, rituals
are no different from any other units of meaning, be it (a) elementary ideas
like ‘blood’ or ‘storm god’, (b) linear organization of ideas in narratives
like the Hebrew story of Moses or the Greek story of Oedipus or (c)
complex, multi-dimensional organization of ideas in ‘universes’ or
‘complexes’ of meaning like ‘Israelite religion’ or ‘Christianity’. The
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analytic tools to understand ideas are the same in all cases, and rituals do
not represent a special, or especially difficult, case. The pertinent questions
to specific rituals like Passover in Exodus 12 or yom hakkippurim in
Leviticus 16 will, in this dimension, be which specific meaning these
rituals transmit. What do they tell us about ‘Israelite religion’ (or ‘Hebrew
Bible religion’) in terms of explicit beliefs, tacit assumptions, categories of
classification, etc.?
The vertical dimension
The ritual, according to Roy Rappaport
In its vertical dimension, a ritual is an event that takes place, and which
involves participants’ bodies. Participation in a ritual does not necessarily
entail mental participation: the meaning of a given ritual is not necessarily
transmitted to the participant1 or transmitted ‘correctly’, or, even if
transmitted and transmitted ‘correctly’, not necessarily remembered. This
dimension of ritual is what Rappaport (ironically) called its ‘obvious
aspects’,2 contrasting it to what is often called a ‘symbolic’, or ‘deep’,
dimension.
Roy Rappaport did not deny that many or all rituals have a
“symbolic depth”3, a dimension that can be translated into linguistic
formulated meaning, which belongs to what differs from culture to culture,
and which makes ritual ‘yet another’ way of expressing what could have
been expressed in other (and maybe less cumbersome) ways. But this does
not explain either what possible advantages ritual may have as a means of
communication, or why all cultures have performed, or have continued
through history to perform, rituals. Rappaport especially underscored the
logical relationship between participant and rituals in the participant’s
unavoidable, formal acceptance of whatever meaning the ritual in question
has transmitted.4
The participant’s participation in a ritual entails a public
statement of his or her formal acceptance of the semantic content of this
ritual, and it probably also entails a strengthening of potentially weak
1

Rappaport 1999: 120.
Rappaport 1979: 174.
3
Rappaport 1999: 30. The ‘symbolic depth’ is what I here call the horizontal
dimension.
4
By participating in a ritual, the participant cannot help accepting the ritual and its
messages, no matter how much he or she may be against it; the ritual only exists if
performed, and performing it is giving it life. To deny the messages of a ritual is like
uttering a sentence like ‘English is an unusable language which I never have used, and
never will use’.
2
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beliefs and opinions.5 Ritual has a better chance of bringing this about than
purely linguistic communication because it (a) typically involves the body
of the participant, which is required to participate actively in some of the
performances of the ritual (singing, pronouncing loudly unanimously,
rising, standing, sitting down, kneeling, dancing)6, and (b) works not only
with symbolic signs (as arbitrary, conventional, signs are called in Peirce’s
terminology), but also with iconic and indexical signs.7 Iconic and
indexical communication is (probably, or to a high degree) restricted to
signification of something present8, whereas symbolic communication can
communicate messages of the absent.9
On the other hand, iconic and indexical communication is
potentially much more impressive, ‘heavy’, more attention-awakening,
more credible, and more difficult to forget, while symbolic communication
tends to be ‘light’, easier to overlook and to forget. By participating in a
ritual, the participant logically also becomes a vector (a carrier) for the
meaning of the ritual in question and, by implication, for the religion or
cultural system to which the ritual belongs.
Rituals need participants, just like participants and the groups to
which they may belong may need rituals: participants “substantiate the
[liturgical] order as it informs them”.10
Ritual according to Durkheim
Rappaport’s approach is a reformulation and modernization of central
issues in Durkheim’s theory of religion in his Formes élémentaires from
1912. Durkheim did not provide a theory of ritual in terms of ‘liturgical’
series of acts and utterances, but a model of the preconditions for anything
‘social’, a model which is primarily the basis of a ritual. The most basic
fact about rituals is that they are events, which gather a number of
individual bodies in a limited space in a limited time frame; when the ritual
is over, the group splits up again.11
Durkheim assumed that meeting somebody entails a change of
each person’s mind. This change is dramatic if many people are gathered at
the same place and their minds are directed to the same objects. If the
attention of many individuals is captured by the same thing – e.g., a
5

Ibid.: 118-20.
Ibid.: 139-146. 220-21.
7
Ibid.: 54-58.
8
Ibid.: 55.
9
Ibid.: 4-5.
10
Ibid.: 125, cf., 352.
11
Durkheim 1995: 217-18.
6
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particular person, space, objects – their minds will (logically) be more
attuned to each other than they would be otherwise. On a fundamental,
affective level the gathering produces an experience of togetherness that is
important for human beings; on a ‘higher’, cognitive level, ideas
(‘representations’) are easily spread to the participants’ minds. Any social
group persists by virtue of an amount of ideas (including rules and norms,
narratives, cosmologies) that are more or less identically present in the
minds of the individual members. In early societies these ideas were
communicated primarily in gatherings.12 In a modern society, there are of
course many channels of communication, but physical gatherings seem to
continue to provide especially strong emotional effects.13
Ideas presuppose media: air for acoustic messages, biological
brains for information processing and memorizing, or artificial memory
devices (systems of writing and material bases, like clay, walls, papyrus,
paper, electronic circuits). In human brains, ideas are constantly in
competition with other ideas for attention, and most ideas are relegated to
passive, long-term memory, where most of them will eventually disappear,
if they are not revitalized periodically. Ideas that are not frequently
activated for lack of immediate relevance or direct empirical support
belong to such fragile ideas. To these belong also (and perhaps especially)
religious ideas. Periodical revivals are a precondition for their continued
persistence in biological memories.14 This is an ‘explication of rituals’ –
not of why human beings (may) need rituals, but why religions need (or
needed) rituals.
In rituals, people and religion get together; people get
togetherness and stuff to fill their minds. Religion gets itself copied (more
or less accurately) and revitalized. As Durkheim pointed out, “it is man
who makes [his gods] endure; but at the same time, it is through them that
he himself endures”15.

12

Ibid.: 220.
Ibid.: 211-13. 424-5.
14
Ibid.: 212. 349.
15
Ibid.: 345; cf., 351. Cf., Rappaport 1999: 9: “If, as agents, people act (…) in terms of
the meanings they or their ancestors have conceived, they are as much in the service of
those conceptions as those conceptions are parts of their adaptations (…) The linguistic
capacity that is central to human adaptation makes it possible to give birth to concepts
that come to possess those who have conceived them, concepts like god, heaven and
hell”. In earlier papers, I have referred to this inversion of the intuitively rational
relationship between ideas and individuals as the ‘body-snatcher-theory’ (Lundager
Jensen 2005) and compared it to basic trends in idealistic philosophy (Lundager Jensen
2008a).
13
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Rituals in the Hebrew Bible
The Hebrew Bible contains rituals of several sorts: from heavily
‘liturgized’ rituals, such as Passover in Exodus 12 or yom hakkippurim in
Leviticus 16 to more loosely organized gatherings as in Nehemiah 8 or
what at least appears to be spontaneous ad-hoc gatherings, as in
Deuteronomy 5. Being in themselves ‘well-structured’, the ‘priestly’ rituals
invite us to an analysis of their horizontal dimension in order to establish
the message through a reconstruction of its probable system of liturgical
orderings. The contrast between them and the introduction of a new kind of
divine service in Nehemiah 8 will offer an example of the connection
between horizontal and vertical dimensions of ritual.
Passover, yom hakkippurim, and zebach shelamim: horizontal analysis
I here resume briefly my previously published analyses of the three
prominent rituals in the Priestly corpus in the Hebrew Bible: Passover, yom
hakkippurim (the ‘day of purgation’)16, and the zebach shelamim (the
‘well-being offering’).17
The two first-mentioned rituals mirror each other in several
important aspects. They are in alignment with each other in being both
obligatory, one day-only, calendar rituals with almost exactly 6 months inbetween. Passover reflects the harvest of grain and the change from the
rainy season to the dry season, and yom hakkippurim reflects the end of the
harvest of tree fruits and the return of the rainy season. Passover is a
layman’s ritual, with no priestly intervention, while yom hakkippurim is a
priestly ritual, with no laymen present. They take place in two opposite
settings: Passover is staged as taking place in a private house in Egypt,
while yom hakkippurim takes place in the Israelite tabernacle (temple) and
includes, as the only ritual in the Hebrew Bible, acts in the innermost
sanctuary. The main act of Passover consists in a special meal where the
meat extraordinarily must be roasted, not boiled, while the central ritual act
in yom hakkippurim is a cleansing of the tabernacle, which also requires
the laypeople’s abstinence from eating, work, and sexuality, on the day the
ritual is performed.
These two rituals are not only reciprocal transformations; they
both differ from what was probably the most important ritual for ordinary
Israelites, the normal sacrifice and subsequent sacrificial meal
(zebach/zebach shelamim.) This ritual combines traits of the other two
16

Milgrom 1991: 257.
Cf., Lundager Jensen 2000. I base my own proposals on Milgrom 1991. The
observation of the significance of the alimentary code is due to inspiration from LéviStrauss’ ‘Mythologiques’, e.g., Lévi-Strauss 1964.
17
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rituals while in other ways being unique. It is a meal, like Passover, but
optional, not obligatory, not tied to any specific date. It is performed by
means of the temple and in the Land, not away in distant Egypt, including
acts of priests, not strictly a lay man’s act, and thereby with a positive
religious significance (the burnt part of the sacrifice produces a ‘pleasing
odor to Yahweh’); the zebach is a sacrifice, which the Passover meal is
definitely not.The three rituals thereby form a system:
facultative

obligatory

zebach
time: free
food: boiled meat; families
individually, at different times

Passover
time:
WinterSummer
food: roasted meat; all
families
simultaneously

yom hakkippurim
time: SummerWinter
food: fast; everybody
simultaneously

In the horizontal dimension, each ritual has its own configuration of signs
that provides a special and unique message: to belong to somewhere else
and to leave the alien place (Passover), to confirm one’s belonging to one’s
own place and way of existence (zebach), to confirm the continued
presence of the divine among the people (yom hakkippurim) 18. The identity
of each ritual consists of a special combination of elements from ‘codes’
(temporal, spatial, alimentary, etc.) that they have in common, and which
provides the ‘langue’ that makes the individual ‘paroles’ possible. The
analysis of ritual’s horizontal dimension answers questions like: why
roasted meat? Why only a priestly performer? Why during the transition
from rainy to dry season? But it does not answer the question: why are
these messages performed as rituals, as bodily enactments and not as
linguistically expressed messages?
Ezra’s congregation: vertical analysis
Nehemiah 8 is a most central text in the Hebrew Bible. Here, one witnesses
the (no doubt idealized) birth of the kind of ritual which will dominate the

18

The cleansing of the temple ensures that the kebod YHWH remains in the sanctuary
(Milgrom 1991: 258-61).
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later religions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. 19 In the three rituals
mentioned above, words play only a minor role or none at all. Everything
of importance is performed by acts, settings and objects. In Nehemiah 8
everything depends on linguistic utterances. Ezra is a priest, but he is also,
and more to the point, a scribe. The event takes place not within the
temple’s premises, but in a profane space, near a gate. Ezra reads aloud
from the book of the law of Moses. The Levites, who ‘help the people to
understand the law’, also ‘read from the book with interpretation’ and they
‘give the sense, so that the people understand the reading’. The narrative
puts great emphasis on the fact that all members of ‘the people of Israel’,
with sufficient mental capacity are physically present: ‘all the people’ (kolha‘am, 10 times in Nehemiah 8:1-12; cf., ‘the men and the women and
those who could understand’). Everybody is also mentally present: ‘the ears
of all the people were attentive’; ‘they had understood the words that were
declared to them’. More traditional ritual acts are also included. The people
lift up their hands, bow their heads and worship Yhwh with their faces to
the ground. The emphasis in the chapter’s description, however, is not on
archaic, gestural (and indexical, cf., Rappaport) signs, but on what was then
the most advanced piece of information technology: the ‘book’ (i.e., a
scroll), mastered by Ezra the scribe.
The scene, however, does not merely describe a new type of
ritual, which will dominate Western religions for the following 2.000 years.
It also demonstrates, more clearly than the three more or less ‘liturgized’
rituals analysed above, the continuing importance of the most essential
quality of rituals: the mere fact of it being performed among a group of
people. ‘All the people’ gather at one spot at a given time. Everybody
listens; everybody is attentive; everybody answers and with a single
common answer only (‘amen, amen’). All the people cry when they hear
the words of the law and everybody seems assured and edified by Ezra’s
final invitation to ‘make great rejoicing’ as a fitting conclusion to an
impressive event. Ezra’s congregation maintains close contacts to what
Durkheim believed were most elementary of all specifically human acts:
the gathering of normally more or less isolated individuals, working up a
general effervescence and dissemination of representations, while
establishing a shared consciousness and a certain uniformity of mind.
The Book of Nehemiah is well aware that representations
obtained in such a way do not last. The very next day Ezra initiates a study
of the law by the elite. New gatherings and new readings of the law follow.
19

To characterize Nehemiah 7:73b-8:12 as “a ceremony for the reading of the law”
(HarperCollins Study Bible: 726) is much too weak. What we witness is an ‘axial age’transformation from ‘primary’ to ‘secondary’ religion (cf., Assmann 2006: 121).
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Biological minds are not books. No matter how impressive the words of the
law were, no matter how deep a sorrow or how high a relief the participants
may have felt during the event or shortly thereafter, profane life with
thousands of different worries would soon begin to make its impact on the
Israelites’ minds. The book ‘remembers’ (in a way), but people do not.
Identity is never stable, and an identity such as a religious one that consists
in ideas, which, in the nature of the case, are not easily (or not at all)
supported by everyday experience, is especially vulnerable to doubts,
forgetfulness, and competition from alternatives, etc. Religion needs
periodic revitalisation, be it through shows, sacrifices, processions or
common meals, be it through gatherings with readings and explanations
from sense-giving Levites. All of the four rituals here analyzed include
gatherings and collective action. But Ezra’s congregation was a unique
combination of the most archaic way of information dissemination and
information maintenance with the most advanced ways of its day.
Therefore, it is probable that it became the dominating form of the future.
It is in ritual’s vertical dimension that one finds an answer to
the question of why a collective identity is expressed in ritual and not
merely with words, conversation or writing. Rituals, with their potentiality
for an emotionally contagious spread of ideas and confirmation of which
keep them alive in individual memories in a manner whose efficacy is
unrivaled. Expressed in a collective gathering, ideas gain strength from
reciprocal resonances they would not otherwise possess. This effect is not
provided by ideas alone. In a ritual’s horizontal dimension, we observe the
specific messages of singular rituals, but it is in its vertical dimension that
we observe the specificity of a ritual.
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The Cultic Tent of the Wilderness

‘The Cultic Tent of the Wilderness’ (Exodus 24:15 - Numbers 10:36) in
Intertextuality with ‘Burnt Offering of a Bull’ (Leviticus 1:1-9)
Sarah L. Hart, United Faculty of Theology, Melbourne College of Divinity
The theme ‘Text and Ritual’ offers the opportunity to view two different
Torah texts related to cult. The extensive text on the tent is taken as an
inter-text within which one intra-text, the ‘Burnt Offering of a Bull’ in
Leviticus 1:1-9, is set. There will be a dialogue between the inter-text, the
cultic tent and the intra-text of the ritual prescriptions concerning ‘Burnt
Offering of a Bull.’ The tent in the wilderness appears to be a construction
for cultic purposes with prescribed cultic furniture and a priestly structure.
Plans for the cultic tent and its construction and maintenance are related in
a long narrative passage starting in Exodus 24:15 and running through to
Numbers 10:36. ‘Burnt Offering of a Bull’ (henceforth ‘Burnt Bull’) is one
ritual prescription among many found in Leviticus concerning requirements
for offerings at the cultic tent.
An exegesis giving some features of the cultic tent narrative comes next,
followed by an exegesis of the ‘Burnt Bull’ prescription. Observations are
made from a literary perspective. Finally, the extra-textual setting is
viewed. A possible second Temple cultic setting is queried and suggestions
are made regarding how the text might function as a liturgical text in the
Diaspora.
The Wilderness Cultic Tent
The raison d’être for the wilderness tent’s construction is given close to the
start of the long narrative, as Moses communicates God’s words to the
Israelites: “Have them make me a sanctuary, so that I may dwell among
them” (Exodus 25:8). At least two things are important in this sentence.
Firstly, the Hebrew for sanctuary qōdeš derives from the verbal stem q-d-š,
‘to be holy.’ The sanctuary is literally to be a holy place.
Secondly, God is presented as desiring to ‘dwell,’ or to ‘have an
abode’ among the people. The Hebrew verb ‘to dwell,’ š-k-n, is also the
root of the noun ‘tabernacle’ or miškān, used in the next sentence. The
cultic place is first referred to as the ‘tent of meeting’ in Exodus 27:21.
Thereafter ‘tent of meeting’ is often interchangeable with the word
tabernacle.1 Sometimes, ‘tent of meeting’ and ‘tabernacle’ are used in the
same sentence. The three expressions: tent of meeting, sanctuary and
tabernacle, can all be used generically though visually one can be more
1

Haran 1965: 219 ft 64.
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specific. The tent of meeting is made up of a tent at the centre, with a
rectangular forecourt surrounding it. The tabernacle is ‘just’ a tent and the
sanctuary is the inner room of the tabernacle or tent.
After the reason for the foundation of a sanctuary is given, plans for the
tent complex are introduced in the long narrative passage of Exodus 25:931:18. Generally, building plans start with the larger picture and then move
to smaller features; or from the exterior to the interior. However, the tent
texts offer a surprise and start at the most inner core of the tent complex,
the ark, and move outwards. The first large cultic tent text moves from
plans for interior furniture, such as the ark, the table for bread or lamp
stand, to the actual building construction, in the shape of a tent. Around the
tent, is added a further zone: a forecourt, created by a curtained surround.
Prescriptions concerning sanctuary officials, cultic vestments,
and inauguration procedures follow. Moving from the inside of the
sanctuary to the outside of the tent forecourt makes sense as it is not, for
example, some exterior majesty of the tent-shaped construction that is to
attract Israelites, but rather the idea that God desires to dwell at the centre
in a holy place among the people. The focus is on interior rather than
exterior.
A further extensive narrative on the sanctuary in Exodus 35:1-40:33 is
constructed in five panels.2 Most panels are short, between 11 to 27
sentences, and the longest about 145 sentences. In each panel a series of
sanctuary tent features are given. The second panel, Exodus 35:30-39:32,
repeats, at times word for word, most of the material of the first sanctuary
passage, but moves in the contrary direction, from the exterior of the
tabernacle complex to the interior.3 This rather laborious breakdown of two
very long sanctuary narratives is important because a five-to six-fold
repetition of some of the features of the wilderness sanctuary is created.
The sheer repetition makes it easier for the receiver of the text, be it listener
or reader, to remember the contents.
The journey from the exterior to the interior of the tent complex is now
explored, all features of which any listener will be acquainted with through
hearing the sanctuary narrative in long and short versions on different
occasions. Enter the gate through the hangings of the forecourt, go past the
large altar of burnt offering and bronze basin and come to the screen at the
entrance of the tent. Pass through the screen to enter the fore-room of the
2
3

McEvenue 1971: 1-21 on panels.
Levine 1965: 307-18.
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tabernacle and move forward past the lamp stand table on the left and the
table for the bread on the right. Having arrived at the inner sanctuary, move
through the last curtain screen. Enter the most inner point of the tent, the
sanctuary, and stand before the ark. It has a pure gold cover on which stand
two large golden cherubim, facing one another with outstretched wings.
The curtains around are of blue, purple and crimson yarn and twisted linen
with cherubim worked into the fabric. The cherubim woven into the
curtains echo the cherubim on the ark. Gold pillars with silver bases
support the curtains. The tent frames are gold overlaid, adding to the sense
of glory.
The sanctuary narrative teems with references to metals such as gold, silver
and bronze. Gold, especially, is a metal which can sparkle. The narrative
frequently mentions not only the quality of the fabric of the hangings but
also their rich colours: blue, crimson and purple, creating a feast for the
eyes. The narrative creates out of words a picture of the tent tabernacle and
its inner sanctuary. Theoretically, only the high priest may enter the
sanctuary, and even he, but once a year. Similarly, only the serving priests
may enter the fore-room of the tabernacle. However, any listener of the text
may enter the sanctuary at any time by virtue of the text.
To this magnificent visual interior, further senses are added: smell and
hearing. A special combination of sweet spices: stacte, onycha and
galbanum, must be blended by a perfumer and put before the covenant ark
(Exodus 30:36). If the listener enters the heart of the sanctuary, the aroma
of incense may pervade the sanctuary area and attract, as do the vivid
colours. Sound is created with bells on the hem of the high priest’s ephod,
which ring when he walks, on the single day in the year when he may enter
the sanctuary.
A fourth sense within the sanctuary is touch. The ark emanates divine
power. The ark and the religious vessels are holy and the fearsome holiness
is expressed through prohibitions involving the sense of touch.4
The Kohathites (Numbers 4) are the designated levitical tribe,
who transport holy things such as the ark and cultic vessels, which they are,
however, not to touch. If they or any non-specified persons touch them,
death is incurred. Obviously, if the Kohathites are to transport the holy
things, they must be able to come near them, otherwise transport would not
be possible; so we learn that Aaron and his sons are those who prepare the
4

V. Haran on touch in section IV The Graduated Taboo, 1965: 216-36.
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ark for transport by covering it in the hangings of the sanctuary. 5 Menahem
Haran describes the divine power of the sanctuary and its religious vessels
as a “lethal aura surrounding holiness.”6 William Propp talks of the
radiation like effect that touching the sacred things can have on its
transporters.7
The cultic tent is situated at the centre of the wilderness camp, whether the
camp is in a circular or linear format. Numbers 2 describes the 12 tribes of
Israel as an encampment of four groups of three, at each of the four points
of the compass, in a circular format around the wilderness tent. Numbers
10 has the ark wrapped in the sanctuary hangings for transport by the
Kohathites at the centre of the camp with six tribes before and six tribes
behind for journeying in a linear format.
In the tent narratives the image of the tent is visually created with words.
The apparent authenticity of the tent is further developed with the addition
of senses such as smell, hearing and touch. The cultic tent, with its different
zones of holiness and magnificent sanctuary at the centre, is a word
creation. The space within the cultic tent evokes the senses of the reader, so
the reader can engage in the world of the text, along the lines of what
Mikhail Bakhtin calls ‘chronotope.’8
Bakhtin applies his term ‘chronotope,’ literally ‘time-space,’ to
a text when a world is created within the text. Setting, characters,
ideologies, become so real that the reader (outside the text) can engage and
dialogue with the world within the text. The reader of the tent text, though
not the high priest, is invited to engage in the holiness of the inner
sanctuary, as if one were a priest.
The producer of the text describes selected features of the cultic tent. If you
try to make a model of the tent as given in the narrative there are many
ambiguous instructions such as the manner in which the tent or forecourt
surround frames are connected at the corners. Are the hangings hung inside
or outside the frames?9 The acacia frame structure functions with its natural
flex and lightness in weight as a collapsible aluminum pole for a tent today.
5

The incident of divine fire annihilating the two sons of Aaron who did not exactly
adhere to the ritual prescriptions with their fire censers in Leviticus 10:1-2 functions as
a warning to those who are commissioned to deal with religious vessels.
6
Haran 1978: 175-88.
7
Propp 2006: 690.
8
Bakhtin 1996: 250.
9
Haran 1961: 275, 278-81 notes many gaps in the instructions for priests.
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It seems unlikely that acacia trees in a desert context can produce wood
such that nearly 5 meters long acacia poles can be produced. Of course,
shorter lengths of acacia could be lashed or laminated. Arguments can be
made for or against the possibility of finding/creating 5 meters length
acacia poles in the desert, but the point of the frames is to enhance the idea
that the sanctuary really is a tent. The lengthy passages on how hangings
need clasps so they can be joined (though it is not so clear how the curtains
do actually join) also belong to presenting the tent as a real tent.
The cultic tent narratives are literary texts in the first instance, not historical
texts relating, e.g., compiled memories together with reconstructions of
some actual cultic tent that was carried through the desert long ago.10 The
shades of the blue, crimson and purple hangings embossed with golden
cherubim are probably far more beautiful in the mind’s eye than in reality,
as is the imagined aroma of the sweet incense before the ark.
Having stated that the tent narratives are primarily literary texts one might
ask how an instructional text of Leviticus such as ‘Burnt Bull’ fares when
read as an inter-text with the wilderness narratives?
Burnt Offering of a Bull (Leviticus 1:1-9)
The setting for the ritual prescription, ‘Burnt Bull,’ in Leviticus 1:1-9 is
given as the ‘tent of meeting.’ The tent is referred to in each of the three
sections of the nine sentence prescription: introduction (1-2a), prescriptive
information for the offerer (2b-5a) and prescriptive information for priests
(5b-9).
The tent narratives of Exodus and Numbers, presented in the
previous section, inform about the cultic place, also called ‘the tent of
meeting’ in Leviticus. On the journey through the tent complex above,
features of the complex, including the large altar of burnt offering in the
forecourt, were mentioned. The forecourt is the area where the bull is to be
ritually killed and burnt. Two classes of people are mentioned in the
prescription: ‘any man’ from ‘the people of Israel’ and ‘Aaron’s sons, the
priests.’
10

Exodus 32-34 functions more like an historical fragment than Exodus 24:15-31, 3440. In Exodus 33 Moses pitches a tent well outside the camp. People leave the camp to
seek advice through Moses at an oracular tent, quite different from the priestly tent of
meeting with its frames and forecourt. Moses’ tent outside the camp can be compared to
a plaque from the remains of a former building that is set in the wall of a new building.
The presence of the old plaque in the new creates a link with the past, giving
authenticity to the new.
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The second section of ‘Burnt Bull’ focuses on the person of the offerer and
states several actions to be performed on the part of the offerer:
 choosing a male animal, without blemish (3b)
 bringing it to the entrance of the tent of meeting (3c)
 laying the hand on its head (4)
 killing the bull (5a).
Explanations, of what are considered a blemish, are given in the inter-text
of Leviticus 22:18-25 and instructions on killing are given indirectly with
the prohibition of eating blood in the inter-text of Leviticus 7: 26-27;
17:10-12. An animal must be slaughtered in such a manner that all blood is
let.
The third section of the ‘Burnt Bull’ text concerns prescriptions for priests.
Various acts of the offering ritual are prescribed (not described) in the text,
some of which are:
 sprinkling of blood on the altar (5b)
 cutting up the offering into its parts (6)
 putting fire on the altar (7a)
 arranging wood on the fire (7b)
 arranging the parts, with the head and the suet (8a)
 washing the entrails and legs with water (9).
If this ritual of ‘Burnt Bull’ is enacted, it becomes evident that only some
actions are stipulated and not others. The overall picture is an Israelite with
a bull before an altar attended to by priests at the entrance of the tent in the
desert, but the ritual scene is presented in a mimetic manner. Noteworthy
are the features given, rather than not given. Mimetic means to ‘mimic’ or
‘imitate,’ but, in an extended sense, an imitation is a simulated
representation. An imitation is recognizable, yet distant. The ‘Burnt Bull’
scene in the desert seems to have the features of a real offering.
Rolf Knierim’s work on ritual in Text and Concept facilitates an
explanation of what I mean by mimetic. He views the surface text as ritual
text and the implicit text as ritual act and speaks of thirteen individual
actions and nine stages.11 He notes that though the biblical text states
various actions, it does not prioritize them, i.e., which actions are more
important than others.12 The order of the actions is not clear, nor is it clear
11
12

Knierim 1992: 89.
Expressed in German as Haupt und Nebenhandlungen.
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who performs some of the actions: priest or offerer.13 It is sometimes
ambiguous whether actions are performed simultaneously or successively.14
Although the text states what the participants (be they priests or lay
persons) have to do, it does not describe exactly what they have to do.15
Knierim recognizes elements of ritual in the text but also notes
many prescriptive gaps. He reads the text as ritual and notes much that is
missing but there are many prescriptive gaps because the text is not
primarily a ritual text; it is a literary text. The ritual prescriptions are
mimetic, having the appearance of real ritual prescriptions. Just enough
offering prescriptions are stated to make them recognisable as ritual
prescriptions, yet at the same time the prescriptions have a distant feel.
Impressionist painting uses mimetic techniques. For example, in Manet’s
‘The Balcony,’ one woman occupies the primary place, yet a flower pot or
a dog is painted with more detail.16 Similarly with ‘Burnt Bull,’ some
actions of the ritual are prescribed but other facets, such as prayers to be
spoken or the appropriate attitude of the offerers, are not mentioned. ‘Burnt
Bull’ is not primarily a ritual text for priests at the second Jerusalem
temple, to be used like a Rituale Romanum, nor is it an account of a ritual
observed as might be found in anthropological writing. It is a literary text
with ritual content, and a ritual theme. Some actions of the ritual are
prescribed. The text has God preside, of course without image, in a visible
tent and people in centre field. As an opening sentence of the tent narrative
says, ‘God wants to dwell among the people.’ The tent where rituals take
place is at the centre of the camp, as graphically shown in Numbers 2 and
10.
Chapter after chapter of the sanctuary texts presents the structure and
function of the tent of meeting, increasingly adding to its appearance of
reality. It is even referred to in each of the three sections of the ‘Burnt
Bull.’ The rites for the burnt offering are to be made at the tent; however,
the tent is not real but symbolic. Figuratively, it stands for a portable cultic
centre. Paul Tillich talks of the exterior of a symbol, pointing to figurative
13

Knierim 1992: 52.
Knierim 1992: 26.
15
Knierim 1992: 100.
16
Manet’s ‘The Balcony’ 1868-69: painting of a woman dressed in white seated on a
balcony, with a second woman standing behind her to the right, a man further behind on
a third level and a small boy merging into the background. The shoulders of the black
jacket of the man merge into the background. The left forefront is a flower pot and in
the central forefront a dog, both painted with more detail than the seated woman on the
balcony.
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qualities and an innate power held within a symbol.17 At least four senses
are appealed to during the journey to the interior of the tent. Via the senses,
the innate power or meaning of the exterior symbol is revealed, the place
where God may dwell.
Possible Extra-textual Settings of the Tent texts
The tent is a literary construction written in biblical Hebrew and made up
of words and phrases of perhaps memories of Solomon’s temple. ‘Burnt
Bull’ may be a compilation of fragments from former rituals remembered
from the past. This past may perhaps be coloured with the experience of
life in the large administrative city of Babylon with its many cultic places
and Aramaic as the Babylonian lingua franca. The wilderness tent texts and
early chapters of Leviticus are primarily literary and not historical or ritual
or anthropological.
Noteworthy is what at least two scholars say of the Torah texts:
Thomas Thompson in The Mythic Past, talks of the Bible as “literary
fiction” and Israel Finkelstein, in Bible Unearthed, talks of the Pentateuch
as the “Bible’s epic saga.”18 The tent of meeting is an example of a literary
fiction. Both scholars turn to literary vocabulary to describe the text,
despite extensive archaeological or social historical backgrounds. Why do
the tent text collators put such writing energy into constructing the lengthy
text on a symbolic, portable and cultic tent?
The Torah ritual-like prescriptions, for example much of Leviticus, may
well have had their roots in former Israelite ritual practice (at a high place
or in the open field) and then have morphed into some new form more
suitable for a centralized cult. It is often assumed that the offering rituals,
e.g., ‘Burnt Bull,’ were practiced at the second Jerusalem temple. Leviticus
1:1-9 may well be viewed as a ritual text of the second temple. However, as
a result of reading ‘Burnt Bull’ as an inter-text with the wilderness tent, the
literary nature of the ‘Burnt Bull’ text comes as a surprise. If the texts were
collated and produced in a final form in Jerusalem, then they can perhaps
be associated with the cult of the second Jerusalem Temple and with roots
in some Israelite past.
Collation of the tent texts and ritual prescriptions can also be located as
post-exilic Babylon. Israelites, whoever they are, are more numerous
17

Tillich 1966: 15-34.
Thompson, 1999: xv; Finkelstein 2001: 124, 318. Finkelstein queries whether biblical
Israel ever existed at all after pointing out that no plausible evidence for the patriarchs,
an Exodus or conquest of Canaan exists.
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outside of the land than in the land in post-exilic times. Outside of the land
there are, at the least, Israelite communities in Babylon and Elephantine.
One can also assume the experience of life in Babylon with its numerous
temples and complex cultic systems to have had an influence on those
compiling the Israelite Torah texts. There appears to be little evidence of an
Israelite cultic centre, i.e., a place where Israelite sacrifices could be
offered, in Babylon or outside of Jerusalem aside from possibly
Elephantine. Diaspora Israelites have no temple yet some form of
communal reading may well have developed as the years in Babylon pass
and the Israelite community finds itself.
German Egyptologist, Jan Assmann, in Religion and Cultural Memory,
presents the idea of ritual religion as opposed to book religion. His theory
is that Egyptian cultic religion does not stand the test of time and slowly
dies out, whereas Israelites make the move from a cultic religion to a book
religion, which in the long term gives it sustainability. Assmann writes:
“The scriptures do not give permanence to the ritual, they replace it.”19 He
continues: “the step to a transcendental religion was a step out of the worldwe are tempted to speak of an emigration, an exodus- into the world of
writing.”20
Furthermore, a Jewish scholar such as M. Fishbane talks of the
study of Torah passages dealing with sacrifices as serving the “functional
substitute of the actual performance.”21 With the journey to the centre of the
symbolic wilderness tent we have a sublimated religion in the world of
writing within the biblical text.
This paper claims that Leviticus 1:1-9 is a literary text in the first instance
and not an actual cultic text. If the text is not a real cultic prescription, then
what is it? I propose that it is a liturgical text, i.e., a text to be read and
celebrated in a religious community or a family. Cult is generally
associated with an actual cultic centre and the rites of actual sacrifice. The
reading of texts in community can be understood as liturgical rites. Just
enough information is sketched in the tent texts that the cultic centre, a tent
and the burnt offering of a bull, can be visualized. The inter-text allows all
readers to enter the desert tent, even the holy of holies, if they want, and
engage all their senses. The tent is a symbol, but so extensive that it
appears as reality. Similarly, just enough information is given for ritual
prescriptions that in the act of communal reading the rite of the ‘Burnt
19

Assmann 2006: 136.
Assmann 2006: 136.
21
Fishbane, 2007: 14.
20

Sarah L. Hart

24

Bull’ can be fulfilled. The act of reading, for example, ‘Burnt Bull,’ in
community is the offering of a bull in the form of sublimation, reading in
community being the actual ritual sacrifice itself.
As already stated, the text of the ‘Burnt Bull’ is mimetic. Tent and offering
prescriptions appear real yet distant at the same time. It is significant that
the cultic centre in the texts is symbolized by a tent. A portable cultic
centre such as a tent makes sense for a Diaspora people, a scattered people
removed from their origins. God moves with the people and ritual can be
practiced through liturgy wherever there is community.
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The Lord is my Shepherd

The Lord is my Shepherd (Ps 23:1) as Conventional Metaphor, and the
Ritual Acts of Remembrance
Jørn Varhaug, MF – Norwegian School of Theology, Oslo
At our enjoyable symposium, “Text and Ritual”, held at the Faculty of
Theology in Copenhagen on 14th November, 2008, I was given the
opportunity to discuss the role of rituals as cultural stages furnishing the
concepts in considerable parts of Psalm language. The spirit of this
symposium was cozy and very ‘Danish’ and the professional part of it was
very inspiring. This is a somewhat developed version of the paper I
presented there. I hope that some of the flavor of our discussion can still be
detected in this article.
In my forthcoming dissertation I study how different expressions in Psalm
22, 23 and 24 can be described as being culturally demonstrated according
to Old Testament texts and Ancient Near Eastern material. In this article, I
will describe how the material basis of shepherdship in Ancient Near East
made a foundation for the development of shepherdship as conventional
metaphor to describe kingship, and further how the semantic field of
shepherdship and the semantic field of kingship are exploited to denote the
divine rule of Yahweh in Psalm 23 and elsewhere in the Old Testament.
The Durkheimian concept of centripetal rituals creating Moral
From a Durkheimian perspective, a great portion of language is culturally
demonstrated in interaction with day-to-day experience. But cultural
conventions that are less often experienced may still be regarded as
significant language. Political/religious concepts like ‘people’, ‘nation’,
‘king’ and ‘god’ or moral concepts like ‘justice’, ‘integrity’, ‘peace’ and
‘friendship’ may be easily remembered in times of war, when cooperation
and collective identification is necessary in order to survive. But all these
concepts are easily forgotten in times of peace and prosperity. This is one
of the main complaints in the Deuteronomistic history (Deuteronomium
8:14, 19; Judges 3:7; 1 Samuel 12:9; Is 51:13; Jeremiah 3:21).
According to the works of Emile Durkheim, this is the main
reason that a cult is established – in order to remember or to reactualize
institutions when they are not in active use. Each of the political, religious
and moral concepts necessarily implicate a stamp of experience to be
efficient, but only some of these concepts are in divergent levels
reactualized by the ordinary day-to-day experience. Therefore, the concepts
of ‘people’, ‘nation’ and ‘god’ need to be celebrated in order to exist. Hans
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Jørgen Lundager Jensen has described the durkheimian concept of
remembrance and forgetfulness by a schematic model.1

Figure 1: The durkheimian cyclus of symbolic reactivation
It is therefore probable that many of the political, religious and moral
concepts of the communities behind the Old Testament Texts should be
found reactivated in collective activities experienced in cultic celebrations
that were intentionally reenacted by these communities. Durkheim also
claimed that the festival was distinguished by abundance of food, drink and
decorations which wasted the resources gathered in the profane times
between the festivals. But this does not fit all kinds of ritual.
A more recent book, Bringing Ritual to Mind, by Robert N.
McCauly and E. Thomas Lawson has developed the durkheimian theory.
They discuss numerous rituals from different cultures, and find that, as a
rule, there exist two attractors to rituals. 2 They are either attracted to
sensory pageantry (SP), or they are attracted to frequency (F). The SPrituals are the typical Durkheimian ones, threatening the community with
exhaustion since a great deal of time and resources are needed to arrange
them with their necessary splendor. The F-rituals are threatened by the
tedium-effect; that the participants become bored and do not pay attention
to, or, if possible, stay away from the rituals. Even if the examples that
McCauly/Lawson dwell on the most are gathered in Oceania, the truthvalue of this general simplified model is not difficult to recognize
elsewhere (They sometimes also refer to American Christian examples)3,
1

Jensen 2005:16. The original exposition of this theory was presented by Durkheim in
his book from 1912 - Les formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse: Durkheim e Cladis
2001:esp. Ch. 4 III p. 276ff.
2
McCauly e Lawson 2002:42ff.
3
McCauly e Lawson 2002:128ff.
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which probably would more or less suit any self-conscious community to a
greater or lesser degree. In the cultural field behind the Old Testament, the
annual festivals, Passover and the Feast of Booths would probably all fit
the description of SP-rituals.4
Typical F-rituals in the Old Testament would be the daily
offerings in the temple, the continuous prayers and the recitation of the law,
the Psalter or the Shema. What is common in both the SP-rituals and the Frituals is that they are staged scenery where social concepts of political,
religious or moral nature are reactualized. In general, the SP-rituals reenact
the concepts while the F-rituals remember.

“Shepherd” ( )רעהas a metaphor with two levels
The Old Testament metaphor: “the Lord is my shepherd” ( )רעהin Psalm
23:1 has at least two conventional levels in an Ancient Near Eastern
context and the experience furnishing both levels must be understood in
order to get an adequate historical understanding of the phrase. To be a
shepherd was generally a well known trade in Israel. Sheep and goats are
frequently used as sacrificial animals and, in texts describing wealth and
blessings, numerous sheep are considered a main feature.5
If every family should be able to have a paschal celebration,
including the sacrifice of a sheep, the number of sheep must have been
considerable in Israel and the trade of shepherding was undoubtedly well
known as a sentiment in the people. When referring to sheep and
shepherding, most people had not only a general knowledge of the animal
and the meat, as is common even among the modern urban Western
Europeans, but had also experience in breeding, watching, leading,
shearing and tending the animals. This is not only so with the Israelites, but
can in different degree be considered common for most Ancient Near
Eastern populations. When Psalm 23 says of Yahweh “he leads me besides
still waters” the metaphor would generally strike the Ancient Near Eastern
reader’s imagination more than it does in our time (though a considerable
amount of modern populations have also experienced shepherding). The
4

A presentation of the main material in the Old Testament describing such (SP) feasts
are presented in: Schmidt 1983:112-132.
5
The large number of sheep described in Numbers 31:32, 36, 43 is a good example.
The great offering by Solomon at the inauguration of the temple also implies a great
number of sheep. We do not know much of the historicity of these numbers, but we
know that the ancient readers imagined such number of sheep present on this occasion.
Nathan’s parable also seems to imply that some families had many sheep, but poorer
families bred only few – 1 Samuel 12:1ff; Job 1:3; 42:12.
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trade of shepherding was consequently a vital and significant semantic field
common to most people in the Ancient Near East in all relevant time
periods. There are examples of how literal shepherding was used as a motif
in narratives,6 prophetic speeches7 and poetry.8
Among the Israelites, the identity as shepherds seems to have
been even more emphasized than was usual elsewhere in the cultural
region. “We, your servants are shepherds, as were also our fathers”, Jacob
says to the pharaoh in Gen 47:3. This was how (at least some) Israelites
understood their tradition. In Israel, the shearing of sheep were events that
even the royal family attended (2 Sam 13:23f).
But we also know that the term ‘shepherd’ was used of leaders and kings
among the peoples in the Ancient Near East. To be a shepherd became a
conventional metaphor for rulers. If you were a king or general, you were a
shepherd of the people. Especially elaborated, is this usage in the long
passages in Ezekiel 34:2-24 and in Zechariah 11:3-17,9 where the kings and
priests are described as shepherds.
In new kingdom Egypt, the Pharaohs Amenemopis II, Sethos I and
Merneptah all described themselves as shepherds who lead their armies
with supreme strategic skills. One example of this may be found in one of
the inscriptions at the temple of Redesiyeh glorifying Pharao Sethos I
(1323-1279 BCE):

6

The quarrel between the servants of Abram with those of Lot implies a common theme
which is known to most shepherds, and which is implied knowledge in Genesis 13:7. In
Ezekiel 34:18 another phenomenon borrowing its source language from a common
situation in shepherding is described: “Is it not enough for you to feed on the good
pasture, that you must tread down with your feet the rest of your pasture; and to drink of
clear water, that you must foul the rest with your feet?” The trickster tale in Genesis
31:29-43 where Jacob cunningly obtains the sheep of Laban is also a tale indicating a
considerable familiarity with sheep-breeding.
7
Isaiah 7:21; 1 Samuel 12; Jeremiah 25:35ff.
8
Psalm 8:7.
9
Also Isaiah 44:28; Amos 3:12; Isaiah 31:4; Jeremiah 2:8; 10:21; 23:1-4; 49:19; 50:6,
17, 44; Psalm 77:21; 78:70ff; Zechariah 10:2f; Further applied in Jewish (Shmot
Rabbah 2:2f; Midrash Tehillim Psalm 23) and Christian traditions (John 10:11-15;
Matthew 25:31-33, 41, 46 and especially in Revelation 2:27 where ποιμαίνω is usually
translated only with ‘to rule’). The head of Sanhedrin was also called Chief herdsman
after Doeg who was the head of Sauls servants (1 Samuel 21:8; Midrash Tehilim Psalm
3:4; 52:3) Hareuveni 1991:36-47.
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Never was made the like of it by any king, save by the king, the maker
of glorious things, the Son of Re, Seti-Merneptah, the good shepherd,
who preserves his soldiers alive, the father and mother of all.10
In the Iliad nine different kings are referred to as shepherds, including
Nestor and Agamemnon. Robert M. Good has argued that the very frequent
term “ עםpeople” is derived from different Semitic roots originally meaning
‘flock’.11 The term shepherd was therefore rooted in the experience of the
intended readers and was therefore a conceptual field that could be
extended and used for many different purposes.
When a king is designated as a shepherd, this is a metaphor that exploits
the experience that the shepherd is in charge, deciding the direction of
movement, and decides where the flock shall camp. Furthermore the
metaphor exploits the experience that good shepherding involves the skill
of tending and making the flock prosper by leading them to good pastures.
In the same way, a king – especially during a military campaign - must
choose encampments and directions for his people. The overlap between
the conceptual field of shepherding and that of leading an army is
considerable.
God-language as metaphorical
Unless it refers to direct experience, god-language is necessarily
metaphorical. If a writer or a reader imagines a supernatural being that they
have not seen with their own eyes, the description of this being will
necessarily be in similes, metaphors or categories formed by other
experience.12
The only knowledge of supernatural beings will be from
personal experience of encounters and testimonies of such encounters from
others. And if these supernatural beings are different from ordinary
experience, the testimonies necessarily have to imply simile or metaphor as
language to describe the supernatural being. In the expression of Psalm
23:1 “The Lord is my shepherd”, the god, a being who can only be
10

Breasted 1906:86; Lepsius 140. The description of David as shepherd in 1 Samuel
17:34-37 is also kindred: “our servant has killed both the lion and the bear; and this
uncircumcised Philistine will be like one of them” (verse 36). The text legitimizes the
Davidic dynasty, by describing David as a shepherd-warrior who kills a giant – an event
that takes place before the maids sing of him as a war-chief (1 Samuel 18:7).
11
Good 1983:143f.
12
Eidevall 1996:34f; Løland 2008:25ff.
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described in metaphorical language, is described by using the culturally
conventional reference to the concept ‘shepherd’. By the possessive
pronoun ‘my’ in this context, the subject is describing himself as a sheep.
These are the roles of the relationship between the subject and his god in
verse 1-4.13 The shepherd-god is leading the subject to grazing lanes and
water, and he has a rod and a staff. The ‘rod’  שבטis a weapon, which in the
imagery would be useful to protect the sheep against wild animals or
hostile people .14
In the metaphorical imagery this would mean the enemies of the
subject or his community. The typical uses of the term  שבטin the Old
Testament is that of an instructor’s rod (2 Samuel 7:14; Proverbs 13:24;
26:3; 29:15, possibly also, Exodus 21:20), and that of a ruler’s ceremonial
weapon (Genesis 49:10; Judges 5:14; Is 9:3; 14:5; Amos 1:5.8; Ezekiel
19:11; Psalm 2:9; 45:7). Inside the development of the shepherd-imagery in
Psalm 23, there is further royal imagery. The royal sentiment in Ancient
Near Eastern material used shepherding as source language to describe its
function, and, when Yahweh is presented as “my shepherd”, it is close at
hand to interpret Yahweh also as a ruler, since the trade of shepherdship
was a conventional metaphor to describe royalty and since the language in
the Psalm further points in this direction.15
The establishment of conventional metaphors, and the acts of remembrance
It is actually possible to find at least one very clear SP ritual in the ANE
material that does demonstrate king-as-shepherd. It is recorded in the
cuneiform library excavated in Nineveh, which has been published in

13

Some authors claim that the shepherd-sheep imagery continues throughout the entire
psalm - Köhler 1956:97ff.
14
Kraus describes this in the following manner: “Der Hirte trägt zum Schutz seiner
Herde שבט, eine mit Eisen beschlagene Keule (GDalman, AuS VI, 238f.). Mit dieser
Waffe schlägt er die feindlichen Tiere und Menschen zurück (vgl 1 S 17 43). Zugleich
halt der Hirte einen Stab  )משענהin seiner Hand, um die säumigen Schafe anzutreiben
und die abirrenden zur herde zurückzuführen.” - Kraus 1978:190 This may be a possible
interpretation, but the terms “rod” and “staff” are far more often used as royal regalia in
antiquity than they are in pastoral use - Corney 1999:32; Tanner 2004:277ff.
15
A very similar double leveled metaphor which use the term  שבטis the expression in
Isaiah 10:5 “Woe to Assyria, the rod of My anger And the staff in whose hands is My
indignation…”, where the source language comes from the household where corrections
and punishment were parts of daily life. But this language has also been conventionally
borrowed into royal self-expressions, where the image of royalty is a kind of superior
instance which corrects and punishes the people in the same way as a pater familias or a
supervisor corrects and punishes the servants in a household (2 Sam 7:14; Prov 13:24;
26:3; 29:15).
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various volumes.16 A. T. Olmstead writes concerning the coronation of
Assurbanipal 673 BCE:
Despite the warning [of the gods], the ceremonies [of Assurbanipal’s
initiation] were gone through with on the 12th of Airu (May), while
the feast of the goddess Gula was being celebrated. Men of Assyria,
great and small, from the lower and the upper seas, were collected
and ordered to swear by the great gods that they would protect the
position of Ashur-bani-apal as crown prince and afterwards as ruler
of Assyria. Accompanied by the rejoicing of the whole army in the
camp, Ashur-bani-apal entered into the Succession House and was
exalted above his brethren. On the next day, the 13 th, the ceremonies
of “shepherdship” were to be carried out. Adad-shum-usur gives the
directions. When the crown prince shall come to the court of the
temple, he shall enter the reed hut. He shall seat himself and pray,
then shall turn and come from the shrine. The Shearer shall enter that
he may eat bitter herbs, and they shall make him drink out of a vessel
made from a skull. The gate of the enemy’s domain shall be in
gloom. Actually the ceremonies of shepherdship were carried out by
Nabu-nadin-shum, who sealed the message from his lips and sent it
to the king by special messenger [Essarhaddon, the father of
Assurbanipal was then on his hazardous campaign to Egypt].17
Ursula Magen has made a systematic enquiry of Assyrian royal
representations (Assyrische Königsdarstellungen). She has found that
rē’ûtu – shepherdship is mentioned in four of the available investituretexts. In all of these texts, the haţţu-scepter is also mentioned. Furthermore,
the šibirru (shepherd staff) was used by Tukulti-Ninurta I as a symbol of
naqidūtu-shepherdship. She writes:
Der šibirru –Stab, ursprünglich Bezeichnung eines Arbeitsgerätes
des Hirten, ist im Laufe der Zeit zum Machtsymbol des HirtenHerrscheramtes sowohl in der Hand der Götter wie der Könige
geworden. Im assyrischen Kulturbereich wird der Hirtenstab gemäβ
dem spezifisch assyrischen Verständnis des Hirtentums im Sinne
einer Waffe verwandt. Bei Sannherib heiβt es: “seinen

16

Harper 1892:H4.H354.H356.H362.H369; Olmstead 1923:389f (Most of the texts from the library of
Assurbanipal are also published in the Helsinki Neo-Assyrian Text Corpus Project).
17
Olmstead 1923:389f.
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schonungslosen Hirtenstab (šibirru lā padû) gab er in meine Hand
zur Niederwerfung meiner Feinde”.18
Furthermore, it is noted in the royal Assyrian inscriptions that Ur-Ninurta
gave the sheep “nourishment to eat and water for their throat to drink” and
Tukultu-Ninurta I on a mission from Enlil “herded his country on green
pastures” and Assurbanipal describes himself with the title: rē’ûtu mīšari,
“the shepherdship of justice”19 – almost the entire imagery of Psalm 23:1-4
is found in the Assyrian royal archives. Much of the language found in
these texts was used, repeated and nourished in official propaganda or
proclaimed in celebrations of investiture. This does not necessarily imply
that Psalm 23 should be understood as an enthronement psalm as some
scholars have been led to believe.20
What we can assert with a considerable amount of certainty is
that the god-shepherd-metaphor in its ancient use was heavily conditioned
by the royal conventional use which was institutionally reactivated from
time to time. In other words: a coronation ritual will come to the ancient
readers mind when reading about the shepherd with his rod and staff. But
that does not mean that the text is a part in such a ritual. The shepherd is
remembered with his flock, and the king with his regalia. The shepherd and
the king are in memory replaced by the deity. The reader imagines Yahweh
with a flock of sheep, and Yahweh with the royal regalia.

18

Magen 1986:21.
Magen 1986:18. According to Magens tables at page 120, 14 of 441 (or 442), in
Assyrian royal representations, the king is presented as a shepherd; i. e. in 3,7%, of the
images. However, if the most frequent representations: “König vor Gott” (135x) and
“König als Kultaktant” (94x) are subtracted, the centrality and importance of the
shepherd image are even more emphasized. The kings who are most often represented
in this way are 3x Assurnasirpal II (884-859), 4x Sargon II (722-705) and 3x
Esarhaddon (681-669) - Magen 1986:123ff.
20
Merill 1965:357f.
19
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Shepherdship as cultural
field of experience.
Royalty as cultural field
of experience.

Religious piety and trust
in the god as cultural
field of experience.

Figure 2: Three interacting morphological fields

How F-rituals are dependent upon SP-rituals
What makes the expression “The Lord is my shepherd” meaningful is our
experience of shepherdship, and what makes it even more meaningful to
the ancient reader is the SP-rituals that have been performed describing the
ruler as a shepherd. The recitation of Psalm 23 has probably had various
settings and the text has probably been performed as part of different Frituals, but the meaning of these F-rituals is heavily conditioned by (among
other things) cultural-specific, experienced rituals, staged by Ancient Near
Eastern communities.
The text of Psalm 23 is probably not a liturgical text in a strict
sense, but the contents do refer to experience furnished by rituals, which
are staged in order to establish moral concepts in the community. This is an
economical principle. It is not possible for the community to stage SPrituals continually (Even if king Ahasuerus had a feast showing his glory
for 180 days - Esther 1:4). By showing the splendor of kingship through
only a few days, the conceptual field is temporally established. The Frituals are proscribed to reactualize the SP-rituals and improve the duration
of the SP-ritual impact. Subsequently if recitation of Psalm 23 is
considered as F-rituals, this would not make the SP-ritual less important.
The meaning in the F-rituals is heavily conditioned by the SPrituals. Much of the experience in the F-rituals is originally created in the
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mind by SP-rituals. However, in the case of Psalm 23, the SP-rituals – at
least as performed by the Assyrian overlords are not remembered in respect
to their intention.
The shepherd was a title of the emperor, either Assyrian,
Babylonian, Persian or Hellenistic, depending on the date - or one of the
overlord’s deities. But the cult of Yahweh exploits the conceptual field
developed by the royal propaganda, and places their deity as the true
representative of this royal semantic field.
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Ritual Text as Knowledge and as Performance
Jørgen Podemann Sørensen, University of Copenhagen
”As for him who knows this book on earth or it is put in writing on the
coffin (….) he shall go out into the day ….”1 This rubric from the ancient
Egyptian Book of the Dead (Chapter 72) is a very compact promise of ritual
efficacy and regeneration through death (going out into the day). The ritual
text here called a book may become efficacious towards its soteriological
aim in two ways: by being known while still alive or by being put in
writing on the coffin as it was customary before the portable Book of the
Dead on papyrus was invented. This paper will explore the relations
between ritual texts actually recited during ritual performances, ritual texts
as ”knowledge” and ritual texts as inscriptions perpetuating and
representing ritual performance.
The vast majority of source material for the study of ancient Egyptian
religion consists in rituals stored in pictures and texts. Ritual texts on
papyri actually used in temple liturgy, during embalming, for healing and
apotropaeic purposes, etc., certainly exist, but by far the greater part of the
extant evidence consists in temple reliefs and inscriptions, representing
rites of worship and mortuary literature, representing a ritual enacted for or
by the deceased. While the temple material most probably represents and
quotes rituals actually performed in the temple, the mortuary literature was
free both to borrow from temple rituals and to invent ritual acts and
sequences never performed, but nevertheless present in writing in the tomb
and thus efficacious towards the regeneration of the deceased. “Poor is the
heir who has no document,” a Pyramid Text says,2 probably as a proverbial
statement about the textual equipment of the deceased king; namely, the
entire body of Pyramid Texts serving as a talisman of truly royal
dimensions.
This peculiar ‘talismanic’ character of rituals represented, but
valid as if performed, is probably most instructively studied and
demonstrated in illustrated mortuary literature. The pictures lend to this
literature the character of representations, while the texts show many ritual
features.
The combined use of pictures and texts in mortuary literature unfolds its
full potential in the New Kingdom. The royal Books of the Netherworld are
purely pictorial sequences, in which the text has the subordinate role of
1
2

Trsl. Faulkner 1989: 73
Pyr. 495; trsl. Faulkner 1989: 95
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legends or, as it were, tags for the identification of the representations. The
illustrated Books of the Dead may be considered an approach to royal
standards, but the Book of the Dead is still, illustrated or not, a collection of
spells, very often slightly elaborated Coffin Texts, designed to follow the
deceased into his tomb as his ‘document’, as did formerly Pyramid Texts
and Coffin Texts.
Even though this collection of spells is per definitionem what
constitutes the Book of the Dead, the pictures of the illustrated editions are
by no means unimportant or secondary, except in the historical sense that
they are most often the younger part of the tradition. Not only do the
illustrations lend to this collection of spells an air of structured
completeness, they are also, as we shall presently see, an important means
of making the deceased the subject of the ritual represented and its spells.

Fig. 1. Chapter 15 of the Book of the Dead of Hunefer (Brit Mus. P. 9901,
19. dyn.)
The classical, illustrated Book of the Dead of the 18th and 19th dynasties is
introduced by a hymn to the rising sun, conventionally counted as chapter
15. Fig. 1 shows the beginning of the beautiful 19th dynasty papyrus of
Hunefer.3 The deceased and his wife are seen in a posture of adoration.
Above and in front of them, is written the hymn to Re-Harakhti, the rising
sun, who is shown in the next picture as a falcon with a sun on its head,
adored by the heavenly baboons. Below the falcon and the baboons, Isis
3

P. Brit. Mus. 9901, cf. Budge 1908; colour photo in Rossiter 1979: 80
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and Nephthys are resuscitating Osiris, who is represented as a djed-pillar
with arms holding flail and hook. The two representations to the right
express an analogy; both the sunrise and the awakening of the dead Osiris
are acts of regeneration, and both are well known in the mortuary literature
as exemplars of the regeneration of the deceased. In both cases the
regeneration takes place in a ritual setting. The heavenly baboons have
their arms raised in adoration, as have Isis and Nephthys. The latter have
small speeches written in front of them, which enable us to identify the
ritual occasion represented: "I am your sister Isis / Nephthys." This is the
phraseology of the well-known songs of Isis and Nephthys, in which Osiris
is called back to life by two women representing his two sisters. In the line
of text in front of Hunefer, he is also, conventionally, though not
insignificantly, called Osiris.
If we compare this typical introductory scene of a Book of the
Dead with the typical votive stela in two registers in fig. 2, an important
analogy is immediately at hand. In both cases, somebody's worship is
perpetuated in a picture that also represents a hymn to the god shown in the
next picture. In both cases, intermediaries carry out the worship to its
addressee. The act of worship reproduces itself as in a mirror, but on a
higher level. The owner of the votive stela thus participates in the regular
worship of Ptah, which is carried out by the king. An even more salient
parallel to the introductory hymn of the Book of the Dead is offered by the
so-called stelophors (small statues, such as in fig. 3, representing a
deceased person holding a stela with a Hymn to the Sun-god.) They were
placed in niches in the open court in front of tombs to represent and
perpetuate the Sun-worship of the tomb owner. The hymns on the stelae
were thus rituals performed and, at the same time, texts storing the wording
of these rituals.
The introductory hymn of the Book of the Dead does, however,
take things considerably further: Not only does it perpetuate the worship of
Hunefer and his wife; through their worship as represented with extensions,
they also participate in a cosmic process: the rising of the sun. In its
mythical representation, this cosmic process includes a celestial model of
human worship: the heavenly baboons raising their arms in jubilation as
Hunefer and his wife raise theirs in adoration. Like the owner of the votive
stela, they also contribute to the process which takes place on the higher
level. The hymn in front of them is a ritual perpetuated and, in a certain
sense, what a solar hymn does is to produce the sunrise.4

4

Cf. Assmann 1969: 13
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Fig. 2: Votive stela with a hymn to Ptah; Stewart 1976: Pl. 41,1 (repr. by
courtesy of Aris and Phillips Ltd.).
In this way, Hunefer and his wife become subjects of a redundant ritual
sequence; for their worship goes on to reproduce itself, next in the scene of
the resuscitation of Osiris, which, in turn, gives a variation on the theme of
regeneration implied in the sunrise scene. Since the resuscitation of Osiris
is also the conventional exemplar of the regeneration of the deceased,
means and ends are united in a reciprocal, self-contained ritual process. The
logic of reciprocity resembles the sacrificial logic of maat, as it is
expounded in a solar hymn, almost a litany, in the contemporary tomb of
Neferhotep:
"O Re, who has born Maat,
And to whom Maat is offered,
Let thou Maat be in my heart,
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That I may make her ascend to thy ka.
I know that thou livest from her."5
Since Hunefer's contribution to this eternal cycle is actually a hymn, it is
tempting to quote the words with which Jan Assmann concluded the
introduction to his monumental Liturgische Lieder an den Sonnengott:
"Der Ägypter versteht das sprechen der Sonnenhymne als das "Aufsteigenlassen der Maat (=Wahrheit - Weltordnung)".6

Fig. 3: The temple scribe Amenophis worshipping the Sun-god with a
hymn. Stelophor in Copenhagen (repr. by courtesy of the Ny Carlsberg
Glyptotek) From the Theban Necropolis, 1490-1413 BC. Cf. Jørgensen
1998: II, 62-65. The hymn on the stela is translated in Assmann 1999: 145.
5
6

Davies 1933: Pl. 37
Assmann 1969: 13, note 12; cf 161, note 9 and 162, note 13
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In dealing with chapter 15 of the Book of the Dead, it should be brought to
mind that already in the Pyramid Texts, a hymn to the rising Sun inscribed
on the pyramid wall may be understood as the knowledge of the deceased
king: Utterance 456 of the Pyramid Texts is unmistakeably a hymn to ReHarakhte, the rising Sun. Its phraseology differs considerably from that of
New Kingdom hymns, but it does describe, in the manner of a hymn, how
the sun rises to its zenith, traverses the sky and passes over Egypt. After the
hymn, follows a rubric, very much like the one quoted at the beginning of
this paper:
Whoever really knows it, this utterance of Re
and recites them, these spells of Harakhti,
he shall be the familiar of (lit. one known by) Re,
he shall be the companion of Harakhti.
The King knows it, this utterance of Re,
the King recites them, these spells of Harakhti,
and the King will be the familiar of Re,
the King will be the companion of Harakhti ….7
Indeed, one of the many variants of chapter 15 of the Book of the Dead
asserts, as a part of the hymn, that the deceased knows the names of the
ba's and ka's of the sun god, which are then enumerated.8 An Egyptian
hymn invokes the god ‘in all his names’ and the association with the
knowledge of the names is therefore near at hand. However what does it
mean exactly when mortuary texts claim knowledge on behalf of the
deceased? In the Coffin Texts, there is a series of spells (154-160), claiming
knowledge of certain divinities (b3.w). The claim to knowledge is even
pronounced in the headline or ritual title of these spells; e.g. “Knowing the
Souls (b3.w) of On” (Spell 154) and positively asserted at the end of the
spell: “I know the Souls of On; they are Re, Shu, and Tefenet.”9 The spell
is full of difficult, ritual and mythological allusions. However, from the
headline and the conclusion, it seems that to recite this spell would be to
know the Souls of On, i.e., the divinities of Heliopolis. If we turn to the
corresponding chapter in the Book of the Dead (chapter 115, cf. fig. 4), its
illustration shows the deceased worshipping the divinities of Heliopolis:
Re, Shu and Tefenet. Accordingly, to worship these divinities by reciting
7

Pyr 855-856, transl Faulkner 1969: 152
Chapter 15 D: cf. Shorter 1938
9
CT II, 266 og II 288; trsl. Faulkner 1973: I 132 and 133
8
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the spell is to know them – or we might say that, as in the Pyramid text
quoted above, knowledge and recitation (i.e. performance) are the two
complementary constituents of ritual. Somehow, at least in funerary
literature, the ritual is the knowledge. A hymn or a piece of dramatic
temple ritual, with its mythological explication, may count as the religious
knowledge of the deceased.

Fig. 4: Knowing the souls (b3.w) of Heliopolis. Book of the Dead, chapter
115, from British Museum Pap. 10257, 12.
To the textual representation of ritual, as we know it already from the
Coffin Texts, The Book of the Dead adds a pictorial representation, which,
like the representation on a votive stela and the representation that
introduces the classical Book of the Dead, perpetuates the worship of the
deceased. Throughout the classical New Kingdom Book of the Dead, the
deceased is again and again depicted in a posture of adoration before gods
and mythical sceneries in a manner that recalls the introductory scene (fig.
1). The entire book may thus be viewed as a continuation of the redundant
ritual process set up in the first scene.10
In the texts of the Book of the Dead, the roles of religious
knowledge are those already found in the Coffin Texts. Knowledge of the

10

This point is further developed in Podemann Sørensen 1996
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spell or the whole book,11 of the names of gods and mythical beings,12 of
ways and places in the beyond,13 qualify the deceased for future existence
and regeneration. There is also evidence that the knowledge obtained
through the book was a secret that the owner should keep to himself.14
There are, however, a few texts of the New Kingdom Book of
the Dead that may assist us in clarifying one aspect of religious knowledge
in funerary literature, which we have not yet been able to elaborate. In the
introduction to the famous chapter 17, the successor of CT spell 335, the
chapter is said to be "beneficial (akh) to him who does it on earth". Some
variants add, at the end of the chapter, that if a man recites it, being in a
state of purity, he will after death be able to go out into the day and to
assume whatever shape he may desire. Recited daily by a living man, it will
keep him healthy as long as he lives. It is a fact that tends to be disregarded
that chapters of the Book of the Dead could be recited by living individuals.
A similar use has even been pointed out for some Coffin Texts.
The evidence just cited implies that such a recitation had soteriological
aims; such as regeneration after death and protection in life. We have no
idea as to the actual frequency of such recitations, but the conclusion is
inevitable. In the New Kingdom there were already, and perhaps even
earlier, privately performed rituals in which complicated mythological texts
like chapter 17 of the Book of the Dead were recited for soteriological
purposes. This use of the Book of the Dead "on earth" (tp t3 ) is also called
knowledge. Chapter 70 ends with the words:
"As for him who knows this book on earth, he shall come out into the day,
he shall walk on earth among the living, and his name shall not perish for
ever."
The corresponding Coffin Text, spell 228, promises a lifetime of 110 years
to him who knows it and would thus also have to be known "on earth". But
the text just quoted is particularly instructive also because the prospects of
the knowledge that it holds out are among the general aims of the Book of
the Dead. Finally, the very text we quoted at the beginning of this paper, a
rubric at the end of chapter 72, adds another, rather decisive, perspective:

11

BD chapter 91; 148; 181.
Gods: BD chapter 81 B; 145; 146; 147; 148; 165. Mythical beings: BD chapter 107;
108; 109; 112; 113; 114; 115; 116.
13
BD chapter 125; 168 B.
14
BD chapter 161, end.
12
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"As for him who knows this book on earth or it is put in writing on the
coffin, (......) he shall go out into the day in any shape that he desires ...."
The knowledge "on earth" and the possession of the mortuary "document"
as funerary equipment are here said to be equally efficacious, but it also
follows that they are different, or even alternatives. The written document
in the tomb represents or replaces an actual performance, and it is this
performance that is called knowledge. The rubric of chapter 72 insists on
both possibilities in a manner that has a bearing on our understanding of the
claims to religious knowledge in Egyptian mortuary literature. When
knowledge of myths, names and even ritual features are claimed, it
probably refers to what we may call ritual competence. But to understand
how this idea of ritual competence could be extended to comprise also the
performance of a ritual or the recitation of a text, we shall have to speculate
a little.
How is ritual competence acquired? Especially when it is called
knowledge, it is natural to think of it in terms of education. Egyptian priests
certainly had to be educated in order to officiate in temple or funerary
ritual, but the more immediate foundation of their ritual competence was
ritual: ritual initiation as priests and ritual purification, qualifying for
specific ritual tasks. The most immediate basis of their ritual competence,
however, would be the very ritual they performed, the texts they recited,
the roles they played and the deeds they enacted. Ritual texts and ritual
roles construe their user or practitioner as primeval, divine or at least
somehow capable of accomplishing the aim of the ritual. When the
mortuary texts identify the deceased as Osiris or any other divine or
mythical being, this must be taken as what Catherine Bell has called
‘ritualization’; i.e., “a way of acting that is designed and orchestrated to
distinguish and privilege what is being done in comparison to other, usually
more quotidian, activities.” The term denotes “strategies (…..) for creating
and privileging a qualitative distinction between the ‘sacred’ and the
‘profane’, and for ascribing such distinctions to realities thought to
transcend the powers of human actors.”15
The act of worship – represented in mortuary literature and
other tomb equipment by hymns and images of the deceased with arms
raised in adoration, in front of an offering table etc. – is also an act of
ritualization. The ‘interpersonal element’ of the hymn 16 and the
communication implied in a scene of worship make them dramatic
expressions of a very privileged position: that of communing with the gods.
15
16

Bell 1993: 74, cf. 1997: 81
Assmann 1979: 62
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With an expression borrowed from the study of Jewish mysticism, Jan
Assmann even speaks of this kind of perpetuated worship of the Sun-god as
Unio Liturgica, in the sense that the worshipper unites with the heavenly
choirs adoring the Sun-god – very much as the aim of the Jewish mystic is
union, not with God, but with the worshipping angels in front of his
throne.17 Assmann takes this to be a characteristic feature of the royal
mortuary literature, but as we have seen (in fig. 1), the idea is alive and
present in the classical New Kingdom Book of the Dead. Hunefer and his
contemporary owners of Books of the Dead and stelophors ritually
established themselves as contributors to the sunrise and thus as
participants in nature’s perpetual rhythm of regeneration.
The ritualization implied by ritual postures and mythical
exemplars constitutes the immediate ritual competence of the person. To be
in possession of a votive stela, a stelophor, or a piece of mortuary literature
thus means to have one’s ritual competence or ritualized state stored and
perpetualized.
The Book of the Dead is no devotional tract, and its idea of
religious knowledge is still a ritual knowledge. However, the fact that
knowledge could also denote a privately performed ritual, in which a living
individual became the subject of a mythological and soteriological process,
attributes to such knowledge a more personal dimension that links it with
much later forms of religion, in which a subjective breakthrough assumes
decisive soteriological significance.
At the time of the classical Book of the Dead, the idea of ritual
knowledge had not developed such subjective dimensions. It was basically
an idea of ritual competence, meant to ensure ritual efficacy. This
competence could be achieved through performance of rituals while on
earth, but also by establishing oneself as the subject or the perpetuated
performer of ritual texts present in the tomb. All of us have probably
understood since primary school that texts store knowledge. To understand
ancient Egyptian funerary literature, one has to realize that these texts were
understood and designed to store ritual competence.

17

Assmann 2003: 504-515
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The Function of 11QPsApª as a Ritual
Mika S. Pajunen, University of Helsinki
Among the manuscripts found in cave 11 near Khirbet Qumran was a small
cigar shaped scroll. When the scroll was opened it was revealed that the
manuscript, now titled 11QPsApª (11Q11), contains apocryphal psalms.1
The full contents of the manuscript are hard to define due to
large pieces missing from the upper and lower parts of the scroll, but the
extant compositions are previously unknown psalms, with one exception.
The last psalm on the scroll is a slightly different version of Psalm 91. 2 The
manuscript has been dated on paleographical grounds to c. 50-70 CE,3 but
the individual psalms are much older. There is no indication that the psalms
would have originated in the Qumran movement.4
Émile Puech has suggested that the psalms on the scroll make
up a ritual of exorcism and this suggestion has obtained a near consensus
status among scholars.5
However, thus far, there has not been any discussion on several
fundamental questions relating to this recognition and this article is an
attempt to answer at least some of them. First of all, it will be discussed,
what the actual indicators in the scroll and the contents of the psalms are,
which point to a ritual use, and whether the text says anything about the
actual performance of the ritual. After this, the manner in which the ritual
proceeds will be explored. In connection with this question, it will also be
discussed whether the sequence of the psalms is fixed or if it could be
altered according to different circumstances. Finally it is evaluated whether
there is only a single fixed usage available for the ritual or whether it be
possible to use it in several different ways depending on the situation.

1

For the official edition of the text, see van der Woude 1998: 181–205.
The reason for these variant readings of Psalm 91 has been discussed in Pajunen 2008:
593-604.
3
Van der Woude 1998: 184.
4
Most scholars have not dealt with this question at all. The only one to even suggest a
Qumran origin for the psalms is Alexander (1997: 328) who proposed that 11Q11 as a
whole is a sectarian composition (Psalm 91!). Puech (1990: 402-403), Eshel (2003: 69)
and Arnold (2006: 166) have argued that the psalms are non-sectarian with Puech,
dealing with the issue more thoroughly than the others.
5
Puech 1990: 378–399. Followed for example by Sanders 1997: 216; Alexander 1997:
326-327; Lichtenberger 2003: 420 and Arnold 2006: 167.
2

Mika S. Pajunen

52

English translation of 11Q11:6
First psalm(s)
Fragment 1
1 ]...[ 2 ]...[ 3 ]...[ 4 ]...[ 5 ]...[ 6 ]booths [ 7 ] and[
Fragment 2
I, 1 ] 2 ] ... 3 ] ... 4 ] ... II, 5 ... [ 6 ... [ 7 seventy[ 8 ... [
Fragment 3
1 ]...[ 2 ] to water [ 3 ]one[
Fragment 4
1 ]...[ 2 ] he emptied [
Column I
2 […]and weeps for him 3 […]oath 4 […]in Yahweh[…] 5 […]serpent
[…] 6 […] ... […] 7 […] ... […] 8 […] ... […] 9 […]this[…] 10 […]
demon[…] 11 […]and name[…]
A Solomonic Psalm with a Celestial Trial (Col. II, 1- III, 13)
II, 01 --- 1 […] … […] 2 […] Solomon and he will cry for h[elp …] 3 […
spi]rits and demons […] 4 […] These are [the de]mons … […] … 5 […] …
[…] … […] … […] … 6 […] … […] … […] my [Go]d 7 […]with me. …
a cure 8 […] relying [upon] your name and the assem[bly 9 [… Is]rael.
Support 10 […] the heavens 11 […] … separated[…] 12 […] … until[…]
13-III, 01 ---- 1 […] … […] … […] 2 the earth and …[…]earth. Who
m[ade these miracles] 3 and wond[ers on the] earth? He, Yahweh [is the
one who] 4 made t[hese through] his [strengt]h, who compels the b[astards]
5 [and] all the see[d of evil ]that have been set before [him], to take an
oath. [And he calls ] 6 [all the hea]vens and[ all] the earth [as witnesses
against them ]who …[…]upon 7 [all me]n sin and against all pe[ople …]
… they know 8 […] … which they do not […] … if not 9 […]from before
Yahweh … […]killing the soul 10 […]Yahweh and [they] will fear tha[t]
great [blow.] 11 [O]ne of you …[…c]ompelled to serve me/him. Yahwe[h]
12 [… g]reat and[…] … […] 13 --An Incantation for Exorcizing A Demon (Col. IV, 1- V, 3)
IV, 1 [and] great [...]adjuring[…] 2 and the great …[…] powerful [angel]
and […] 3 all the earth[…] the heavens and[…] 4 Yahweh will smite you
with a [grea]t b[low] to destroy you … […] 5 and in his wrath[ he will
6

The translation is not based on any of the currently published editions of the text, but
on readings that have been discussed in a forthcoming article that was presented at the
seminar of the OTSEM network in Lund in April 2008 under the title: ”11QPsApª, A
Communal Ritual Of Exorcism”.
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send] against you a powerful angel[…] 6 […]… who [will not show]
merc[y] to you, wh[o …] 7 […] who will, in addition to all this, [take] you
[down] to the great abyss 8 [and to the] deepest [Sheol] and … […]… and
dark 9 […]… greatly […]… on the earth 10 […]forever and […] with a
curse … […] 11 […]anger of Y[ahweh …]darkness …[…] 12
[…]humiliation […] your gift 13 […] … […] … […] 14 --- V, 1 […] …
[…] … […] …[…] 2 who[…]stricken[…] 3 depart, go away[…]…
completed[… Selah] vacat
A Davidic Incantation to Exorcize Satan (Col. V, 4- VI, 3)
V, 4 Of David. Aga[inst Satan. An incanta]tion in the name of Yahwe[h
…] … time 5 to Sata[n when ]he comes to you in the ni[ght. And ]you shall
[s]ay to him: 6 ‘Who are you, you [who were born from ]man and the seed
of the ho[ly one]s? Your face is only 7 [an illu]sion and your horns just a
dre[a]m. Darkness you are, not light, [injusti]ce, not righteousness[…] …
host. Yahweh [will bind ]you 8 [in the ]deepest [Sheo]l [and will close the]
bronze [ga]tes [which n]o 10 light [penetrates] and [the] sun will not [shine
for you] tha[t rises] 11 [for the ]righteous to [… and ]you shall say: … […]
12 [… the j]ust man, to go […]evil to him …[…] 13 […] … [… is j]ustice
for [him …] 14 […] and … […] … […] … VI, 1 […] … […] … […] …
[…] … 2 […] … […] … […] … [… for]ever 3 […]sons of Bel[ial …]
Selah [ vacat
Qumranic Psalm 91 (Col. VI, 3- 13)7
VI, 3 [He that dwells] in the shelter [of the Most High, in the shadow of]
Shaddai 4 [he passes the night]. He who says: [“Yahweh is my refuge] and
[my] fortress, [my God] is the security [I trust]!” 5 [For h]e (God) will
deliver you from [the net of the fowl]er from the dea[dly] pestilence.
[With] his pinions he will cover [you], and under 6 his [wings] you will
reside. [His] kindness will be your buckler and his truth your shield. Selah.
Vacat You will not fear 7 the terror of the night or the arrow that flies by
day or the plague that rages at [n]oon or the pestilence 8 that stalks[ in the
d]ark. A thousand may f[a]ll on your left, ten th[ousand at] your [ri]ght
side, but it will [no]t touch [you]. Just [look] with your eyes, 9 [and you
will se]e the retribution of the wick[ed]. You have [call]ed upon [yo]ur
refu[ge] and you have [been] precious to him. 10 You will [not] se[e evil
nor] will [a pestilence] touch your [tent]s. Fo[r his angels] he will
command about you, 11 to gua[rd you on] your [ways], on their hands
The word ’Qumranic’ is used here to designate the place of discovery—not the
composer or even user—of this Psalm. It is used as a means of differentiating this
version of Psalm 91 from the Masoretic and Septuagint versions.
7
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[they will carry] you, lest [you strike your] foot [on a s]tone. [Upon] 12 an
adder [and a lion you will t]read, you will tramp[le a young lion] and a
serpent. You have lov[ed Yahweh] and [he will rescue you, 13 protect you
and sh]ow you [his] salvation. [Selah]. vacat [ ]vacat[ ]
14 And they will ans[wer: Amen, Amen]. Selah [ ]vacat[ ]vacat[ ] 15 [
]vacat[ ]vacat[ ]
Indicators for Ritual Use
The similar genres of the surviving psalms make it likely that the text is
either a collection of exorcisms or a ritual.8
The first psalm(s) that survive only in small fragments cannot
be analyzed with any confidence, but the mention of a demon (or demons)
(I, 10) and serpent (I, 5) point, in light of the other songs, to the possibility
that at least one of the compositions preceding the opened scroll is an
exorcism or an apotropaic prayer. The Solomonic psalm (II, 1- III, 13) is
either an incantation meant to work in banishing many different ‘lesser’
spirits or an apotropaic prayer meant to provide protection from them. The
next two psalms (IV, 1- V, 3 and V, 4- VI, 3) are clearly incantations meant
to banish specific demons (a demon whose name is now lost and Satan,
respectively). The final psalm is a variant version of Psalm 91.
Although, at first glance, the genres of the psalms seem to
indicate a certain similarity, there are both material and textual indicators
that point toward a ritual use of the scroll instead of a collection of psalms
put together because of a similar genre. From the textual perspective, these
are the inclusion of Psalm 91, the way the term selah is used in the text, the
personal forms and the ending of the composition.
Although Psalm 91 can be used, among other things, as protection against
demons, its genre cannot be equated with the other psalms. It is clearly
8

The full analysis of the individual psalms is part of the already mentioned forthcoming
article (see footnote 6). Only the results of this investigation are presented here, but in
the coming article the psalms are analyzed according to their structure and with the aid
of two studies dealing with distinguishing features of exorcisms. In an article “Hymns
from Qumran—4Q510–4Q511”, Nitzan compares 4Q510-511 Songs of the Sage with
later Aramaic incantations found in the magic bowl inscriptions of Nahal Heved and
finds that they have the same basic elements (Nitzan 1992: 53-63). Some of those
elements can be found also on 11QPsApa. In another article “Apotropaic Prayers in the
Second Temple Period,” Eshel makes an important distinction between songs meant to
protect people from the attacks of evil spirits and incantations meant to banish the
spirits (Eshel 2003: 83). This division is useful also in analyzing 11Q11. For an analysis
of Psalm 91 in the context of this scroll, see Pajunen 2008: 602-05.
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distinct from them and its inclusion is hard to justify if this is meant as a
collection of exorcisms. It serves a specific ritual function in this scroll, but
it does not function as an incantation meant to banish demons.9
The term ‘selah’ is used consistently in this manuscript as a division
marker (VI, 3, 6, 14 and a likely reconstruction in V, 3; VI, 13), which
would not be necessary in a mere collection meant for private use. This use
of selah does point to a recital of consecutive psalms and furthermore
towards an audience being present as the vacats would have been enough to
mark the divisions for a reader. Whether the term meant the audience
should do something or was used simply to emphasize transitions cannot be
answered.
The third textual indicator is the use of personal forms. Although the use
varies a bit between the different psalms the ‘characters’ stay the same, i.e.,
there is a reciter (explicitly present in II, 6-9 and possibly III, 11), the
afflicted person (in the last two psalms: V, 5, 11; VI, 5-13), a larger
audience (III, 11, VI, 14), evil spirits (addressed in the 2nd person sg. in the
two clear incantations in IV, 1-VI, 3 and otherwise in a more general way)
and God (direct address in II, 6-9, otherwise more general references). The
whole text is built so that one person can recite it addressing the afflicted,
the demons, the audience and God in turn.
The last textual point is the ending, clearly separated from the rest of the
text: “And they shall answer: Amen, Amen. Selah.” Although it is partly in
a lacuna, there are no convincing alternative reconstructions.10 The verb is
9

Alexander (1997: 326) suggests that all of the psalms on 11Q11 should be seen as
incantations, but does not really answer why Psalm 91 should be viewed in such a way.
Eshel (2003: 84-86) classifies Psalm 91 rather as an apotropaic prayer used as
protection against evil spirits and I have shown (see Pajunen 2008: 602-604) that Psalm
91 does not share the features common in incantations and its emphasis is on protection
from all of life’s dangers. As such one of its potential uses is as an apotropaic prayer.
10
Alexander (1997: 326) argues that the ritual is not a communal one, i.e., that the only
persons enacting the ritual are the ‘healer’ and the afflicted. In accordance with this
view, he reconstructs ‘he shall answer’ instead of ‘they shall answer’. This is not
possible as the  הwould make the word too long for the lacuna. The  וneeded for ‘they’
does not really take much extra space as it is largely written on top of the  נin this script,
but  הwould require a space of its own. ‘They shall answer’ fills the lacuna perfectly, but
fitting ‘he shall answer’ would require the scribe to write in a tighter script than
elsewhere and there is no reason to assume this. Furthermore, while Alexander is
correct about the afflicted being referred to in the second person singular throughout
(although present only in the last two psalms), he fails to notice that the audience is
likely present already in III, 11 and not just the ending. Nor does he explain why the 2nd
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most likely a plural, which would indicate an audience that participates in
the ritual at least in this way. Amen, Amen is attested in many texts (e.g.,
Psalms 41, 72 and 89, 4QBera,b,d, 4QDibHam) and there are at least two
texts that narrate a ritual that has an audience responding in this way, i.e.,
Nehemiah 8:6, (see also 5:13) and 1QS I, 18- II, 26.11
To these textual observations, two aspects relating to the manuscript itself
must be added. First of all, the scroll would have been easy to handle as it
is not very high and it also had an extant wooden handle attached to it (the
only one found among the scrolls).12 The second notable aspect is the
script, which is larger than in many scrolls, with large spacing that would
have made reciting from the scroll easy.
When these aspects are added up, it is likely that this text was meant to be
used in a ritual and was not a collection made up of psalms with similar
genres. However, what ritual is it then? As noted above the contents of the
beginning of the manuscript are impossible to decipher. Thus, what
remains is only the ending of the ritual, but it can hopefully give an
accurate or at least a representative idea of the whole. The first three
psalms on the extant scroll all deal with demons and the Qumranic Psalm
91 can be used as protection against them. Thus, Puech’s argument for this
being a ritual of exorcism seems to be valid.13
The Movement of the Ritual and Its Possible Uses
Even though the text has been identified as a communal ritual of exorcism,
it is not clear what it was used for. There is no description of how the ritual
was performed as far as gestures and such are concerned. Magical gestures
and words used during healing are attested in the New Testament (e.g.,
Mark 7:31-35) and Josephus (Ant. 8.46-49) tells of a man named Eleazar,
who banishes a demon with a Solomonic incantation and pulls the demon
out through the nostrils of the afflicted. There is no clue in the scroll on
whether such things were done in connection with this ritual. The only
thing that can be observed is the general way the recitation proceeds, which
enables at least two different settings for the use of the ritual, depending on
person singular address of the afflicted (which surely is the most appropriate way to do
it) would preclude an audience participating in the ritual as he suggests.
11
See also Deuteronomium 27:15-26. Alexander 1997: 326, also points out the
consistent use of amen amen selah in protective amulets, which is an interesting
practice, but attested only as a markedly later habit.
12
Tov 2004: 116-18.
13
Puech 1990: 378-399.
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whether the ritual is seen more in concrete or metaphorical terms; i.e.,
dealing with an actual observable attack by an evil spirit (sickness) or as a
safeguard against possible (but not evident) demonic intrusion. The two
settings are not mutually exclusive and the ritual could have been
actualized according to the situation or the usage might have changed over
time from one to the other and even back again.
The first, and perhaps the most logical use, of the ritual would be the
healing of a person stricken by an evil spirit.14 In this case, the ritual would
be an answer to an acute situation when it is observed (according to the
contemporary knowledge of the time) that someone is under
attack/possessed by an evil spirit.
The Solomonic psalm (II, 1- III, 13) would be used either to
provide protection from many different categories of demons or more
likely, in light of the following two psalms, to exorcize them. It is also
noteworthy that in this psalm there is a plea to God for a cure and support
(II, 6- 9) as well as a response to this, i.e., the granting of power over the
demons (III, 11). These are aspects that are not found in the other psalms,
but which of course are by the use of this psalm also granted for the rest of
the ritual.
The next psalm (IV, 1- V, 3) is meant to banish a specific
demon whose name is now lost and the penultimate psalm exorcizes Satan
(V, 4- VI, 3). It seems that the ‘lesser’ demons were cast out first and the
most powerful was left as the last. The final part of the ritual is made up of
the Qumranic Psalm 91 (VI, 3-13), which gains a different emphasis as part
of this scroll than as an individual Psalm. The actual casting out of the
demon(s) has already been accomplished by the previous psalms. In Psalm
91, the healed person confirms his faith in God (v. 2) and is granted the
promise of divine protection against further demonic attacks. It gives an
assurance of peace for the person who was healed, i.e., you were cured and
since you have relied on God, he will watch over you also in the future so
you need not fear the return of the demon/affliction. Thus the Qumranic
version of Psalm 91 makes a fitting ending for the ritual by offering a
release for the cured person.
The apparent order of the exorcisms, moving from the least dangerous
spirits to the more powerful ones and especially the use of Psalm 91 at the
end as a release, makes the sequence of the psalms seem fixed. Another
point in this direction is that the Solomonic psalm has the plea to God for
14
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aid as well as granting of power over the demons that is likely an answer to
this plea. They precede the two clear incantations where this power is also
obviously needed and would seem to be integral parts in the ritual as a
whole. Still other points that speak on behalf of seeing this text as a
combination are the already mentioned use of personal forms and the term
selah.
These observations indicate an intentional sequence of psalms
with each psalm having a specific task in the whole. This apparently fixed
order of the psalms is also an additional point toward this being understood
as a ritual rather than a collection of psalms in a more or less random order.
The thing that makes this particular ritual special is that the available
sources (i.e., New Testament, Josephus, etc.) tell only of individual
exorcists who cure afflicted people with incantations.15 However, this
seems to be a complex ritual and a communal one as well. This is quite
remarkable in the sense that, as people thought to be afflicted by demons
were essentially impure, they would have been shunned by other people
and not welcomed into a communal gathering to be cured. Even if some
sources do describe people being present during the exorcism, there is no
indication that they might have participated in the act. This makes it likely
that such a ritual would have been used only by a close-knit assembly who
would have seen the exorcism as part of a communal battle against the
forces of darkness. This would mean that the group was
eschatological/apocalyptic in the way it viewed the world since, in an
‘ordinary’ community, the point of view would likely have related more to
purity issues.
Related to such a view is another, more metaphorical, use of the ritual,
which would be to use it when new members are admitted into a sectarian
movement. In this case the ritual would be used as a safeguard to prevent
possible demonic intrusion for which there is no visible evidence in the
admissible members. Sectarian movements drew strict boundaries between
the impure outside world and the pure insiders. Demons were the
embodiment of impurity.16 Moreover, they afflict people with diseases
causing ritual impurity, as well as tempt them into acts that generate moral
impurity. Thus, it would stand to reason that it was made certain that they
did not enter among the pure people of the community. If used in such a
15

Sometimes several of these are traveling together; cf. Mark 6:7, Acts 19:13-16.
Frequently also referred to as unclean spirits in the New Testament, but also several
times in Hebrew (e.g., Zechariah 13:2; 11QPsa XIX, 15). For an analysis of the Hebrew
(and Aramaic) texts, see Lange 2003: 254-67.
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context, the exorcisms would banish possible evil spirits from the person
entering the movement and, in Psalm 91, the person would then confirm his
faith in God (v. 2), after which he is granted the promise of protection from
all evil among those precious to God (vv. 9 and 14-16). Unfortunately,
there is nothing more concrete to base this suggestion on (except
anachronistic early Christian rituals), but purely from the sequence of the
psalms/thoughts, it is a possibility.
Whichever option is chosen as the setting of the ritual (or even
if both of them are applicable), it is important to notice that, in a sense,
regardless of the setting, a ritual of exorcism is at the same time also a
ritual of purification.17
Conclusions
Enough textual and material indicators for ritual use of the text were
discovered to conclude that manuscript 11Q11 contains a communal ritual
of exorcism. What is left of the manuscript does not hold many clues to the
actual performance of the ritual apart from the participants implied by the
personal forms and the text that was recited. The ritual consists of at least
five psalms in a fixed order, but there might have been other material in the
beginning of the ritual that is now lost. The ritual is meant to banish
demons and it could have been used in different settings for this purpose.
Two settings were proposed and there might be still other
possibilities. The situation with rituals that do not explicitly state the setting
is similar to mapping out the use of a particular Psalm. It is usually possible
to give a range of uses deriving from the text, but in most cases we try to
present just one of them as the one and only setting of the text. In reality,
the texts were probably used in multiple settings as has been proven by the
Qumran finds, where the same psalm can be found in many different
contexts. Therefore, rather than trying to pinpoint one fixed usage for a
psalm or a setting for a ritual, it is in cases like these perhaps more fruitful
to try and describe the different possibilities rising from the text. The
results of such an investigation are not as clear cut, but they allow for more
diversity in the use of a text between different groups and periods of time.

These observations coincide well with Arnold’s placement of this ritual under the
category of rites of affliction, see Arnold 2006: 159-161, 167.
17
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Ritual Readings of Qumran texts
Two cases: the Rule of the Community and the War Scroll
Jesper Høgenhaven,University of Copenhagen
The publication of the entire Qumran corpus including the extensive Cave
4 material, has brought to light a significant number of texts of a liturgical
nature and a considerable number of studies have been devoted to them.1
The liturgical material from Qumran has been compared to
liturgical texts within the broader corpus of ancient Jewish literature and
analyzed from the perspective of ritual theory.2 These studies have thrown
light upon a number of highly interesting points, and raised important
questions regarding the ideological and social function of ritual within the
Qumran community and the place of liturgical texts within the Qumran
corpus.
As is well-known, the first manuscripts from Qumran that were
discovered in the late 1940s – the manuscripts from Cave 1 – are some of
the best preserved and thus most complete of the Dead Sea library. The
Cave 1 lot – the original “Dead Sea Scrolls” - consists of texts which are
either biblical texts within a well-known tradition or writings, reflecting a
more or less unified Jewish theology and world-view, which was soon
associated by scholars with the Qumran “sect”. It has often been pointed
out that, for reasons related to the history of scholarship, this particular
group of texts has come to occupy a unique position in the history of
Qumran research. The early finding, publication and subsequent
interpretation of these texts to a great extent did define and determine the
perspective from which the fragmentary text material, discovered and
published in the following decades, often was viewed.
When it comes to the questions of “sectarian” and “nonsectarian” texts, and, indeed, the position and significance of the Qumran
corpus within the framework of ancient Judaism, it is only in recent
decades that the diversity of the extant material from Qumran and the
complexity of its relation to other texts and traditions have fully been
incorporated. Liturgical texts have played an important part in the context
of this discussion, since it is widely recognized that a majority of these
texts bear little if any sign of “sectarian” composition.
Interestingly, already in the early decades of Qumran research,
when the Cave 1 manuscripts were basically all that scholars had to work
1

Liturgical texts from Qumran include daily prayers, festival prayers, words of the
luminaries, songs of the sabbath sacrifice, and purification liturgies.
2
Nitzan 1994; Falk 1998; Chazon 2000, Arnold 2006.
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on, some of these texts were interpreted as liturgical manuals or ritual texts.
Such interpretations were informed to a certain extent by the form and
contents of the texts in question, but it is conceivable that conventions and
expectations within the scholarly community at the time played some part
as well. The concept of “ritual” after all did play a prominent role in Old
Testament exegesis in the 1950s and it is not very surprising that a similar
outlook should have found its way into early Qumran research as well.
Two well-known examples among the Cave 1 texts, The Rule
of the Community and the War Scroll, may serve to illustrate this. Both
texts have extensive sections that would seem to lend themselves easily to
ritual interpretations inasmuch as they appear to prescribe certain acts to be
performed, and certain words to be uttered, by specific persons in specific
situations. Both the Rule of the Community and the War Scroll were read
by scholars, fully or partly, as ritual or liturgical texts in early research.
These readings were explicitly connected to contemporary trends within
biblical scholarship. But when it comes to the subsequent history of
research, there is an interesting difference between the fates of the two
texts. While the Rule of the Community is still understood, according to a
widespread scholarly consensus, as in some sense a liturgical text, ritual
readings of the War Scroll were largely abandoned by the end of the 1950s,
giving way to alternative interpretation strategies, although the literary
form and genre of the War Scroll still remains an issue under debate.3
The eleven columns of the Rule of the Community (Serek-haYahad), a scroll preserved almost in its entirety, was discovered in 1947
and published along with the great Isaiah scroll and the Habakkuk
Commentary, by the American Schools of Oriental Research in 19501951.4 Subsequently, ten fragmentary manuscripts from Cave 4 have been
identified as well as one, or possibly a few fragments, from Cave 5. 5 In the
case of 1QS, we are dealing with a prescriptive text, which gives explicit
instructions for the performance of certain acts, which may be described as
”ritual” in their nature. The text of the opening columns is concerned with
people who are said to “cross over” and enter “the covenant”. This act of
“crossing over” is spoken of in prescriptive language (the Hebrew verb
forms employed are in the imperfect or the jussive), and includes specific
words to be uttered by priests and to be answered by the congregation.

3

See Holst 2008: 18-24.
Burrows, Trever, and Brownlee 1951.
5
See Charlesworth 1994: 2.
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ובעוברם בברית יהיו הכוהנים והלויים מברכים את אל ישועות ואת כול מעשי אמתו וכול
העוברים בברית אומרים אחריהם אמן אמן
“When they cross over into the covenant the priests and the Levites shall
praise the God of salvation and all his true works, and all those who cross
over into the covenant shall say after them: ‘Amen, amen.’”
(1QS I,18-20)6
The text of 1QS explicitly defines the prescribed acts as acts to be repeated
year after year:
ככה יעשו שנה בשנה כול יומי ממשלת בליעל
“Thus they shall do year after year, all the days of the reign of Belial”
(1QS II,19)
From the earliest interpretations of the Rule of the Community onwards,
the initial columns of the text were understood as reflecting a ritual to be
performed on a yearly basis with two main elements: that of admitting new
members of the “community” and that of renewing the “covenant”, which,
according to the theology of the text, is a central feature in the selfunderstanding of the group. William Hugh Brownlee sees the “yearly
renewal of the covenant” as “the occasion ... of admitting new members”.7
Similarly, the first Danish translation of the Qumran texts defines the act
outlined in 1QS as ”the ceremony at the yearly covenant renewal
celebration”.8
It is interesting to note that the interpretation by scholars of the
1950s of the opening section of 1QS as a liturgical text containing
prescriptions for a yearly covenant renewal was explicitly connected at the
time with contemporary theories about a yearly covenant renewal
celebration in ancient Israel in Old Testament times. The connection is
made by Friedrich Baumgärtel in an article from 1953. Here, Baumgärtel
emphasizes the many points of contact between the covenant ritual in 1QS
and a number of Old Testament texts, which modern scholars have
associated with an Israelite covenant ritual (Ps 78; 105; 106; Deut 32; Ezra
9:6ff; Neh 9:6ff; Dan 9:4ff). Baumgärtel cites the research of Gerhard von
Rad and Artur Weiser and claims that the Qumran text serves to

6

Quotations follow Charlesworth 1994.
Brownlee 1951: 263.
8
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corroborate the theory of a yearly cultic covenant renewal celebrated in the
Jerusalem temple.9
While such theories have been largely abandoned by Old
Testament scholars, the ritual reading of 1QS – as a text reflecting a yearly
covenant renewal ceremony - remains the standard interpretation.10 Thus,
the most recent Danish translation describes 1QS I 1-II 18) as a ”ritual”,
which is both ”a ritual of admission and elements in a yearly covenant
renewal ”.11
The Qumran War Scroll, which also belongs to the lot of
manuscripts discovered by Bedouin in Cave 1, was purchased by Eliezer
Sukenik in 1948. Sukenik’s preliminary edition from 1954-1955 was
followed by the editio princeps of his son, Yigael Yadin.12
The War Scroll manuscript from Cave 1 comprises nineteen
relatively well-preserved columns of text. Six or seven fragmentary
manuscripts from Cave 4 also partly preserve the text of this composition.13
The War Scroll is a description of the battle between the sons of light and
the sons of darkness. Large portions of the text are prescriptive in the sense
that they contain rules for the order, equipment and the tactic to be
observed by the army of the sons of light during the battle. The text also
contains prescriptions for prayers and hymns to be spoken by priests or by
the army at particular times before, during or after the fighting (again, the
Hebrew text has verbs in the imperfect or jussive).
וברכו על עומדם את אל ישראל ואת כול מעשי אמתו וזעמו שם את בלייעל ואת כול גורלו
וענו ואמרו ברוך אל ישראל בכול מחשבת קדשו ומעשי אמתו וברוכים כול משרתיו בצדק
יודעיו באמונה
“They shall bless from their position, the God of Israel and all his truthful
works. They shall denounce there Be[li]al and all the spirits of his lot.
They shall speak up, saying, ‘Blessed be the God of Israel for all his holy
plan and his truthful works. Bl[es]sed be they, all (who) serve him
righteously (and) know him faithfully.’”
(1QM XIII 1-3)14
9

Baumgärtel 1958: 265. His references are to von Rad 1938 and Weiser 1950.
See, e.g., Arnold 2006: 54-81.
11
Ejrnæs, Holst, and Müller 2006: 91.
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Sukenik 1955; Yadin 1962.
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See Charlesworth 1995: 80-81.
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From a linguistic point of view, the similarity between this text and the
texts from the Community Rule quoted earlier is noticeable. Both texts give
prescriptions for the exact words to be spoken by specific persons at a
certain time. It is not exactly surprising that the War Scroll should also
have been subject to a ritual interpretation. Such an interpretation was
suggested in an early study by Bleddyn J. Roberts, who argues that the text
is most naturally read as “a liturgy”. This view is supported, Roberts
claims, “by the artificial lay-out of the contents generally”, including army
divisions and similar details described in the scroll. “The details of the
various army groups, the standards, trumpet-insignia and trumpet calls are
heavily ritualistic, and they appear to correspond more naturally to a
religious drama than to the more haphazard guerrilla warfare or even
organised military engagements”.15 In addition, Roberts point to the
prominent role played by priests in the setup of the War Scroll as an
argument supporting a ritual reading of the text.
The lead was taken by Jean Carmiginac, who, in the
introduction to his translation of the War Scroll, designates the text as a
liturgy of holy war (“une liturgie de la guerre sainte”).16 Carmignac,
however, acknowledges the difficulty in determining the exact literary
genre of 1QM. Some scholars had pointed to similarities between this text
and apocalyptic writings, seeing the descriptions of the War Scroll as
primarily reflecting events expected at the end of days. Other scholars were
inclined to understand the characters and events of the text as alluding to
some degree to the contemporary historical situation of the author.
In fact, the “historical” aspect was stressed by Yadin, who
argued that the War Scroll was a text akin to military “manuals” of the
Hellenistic era, describing actual strategies of warfare.17
The ritual reading of the text, however, continued to have its advocates
throughout the 1950s. Robert North, in an article from 1958 ( a review of
Yadin’s preliminary, Hebrew War Scroll edition), states that ”a good half
of the scroll as we possess it is a liturgy”.18 The texts, according to North,
consist of ”long prayers or blessings with a minimal rubrical or homiletic
framework”. North recognizes that a reading of the War Scroll as a Ritual
text (a ”liturgy”) rests on a choice of a reader’s strategy. The question is,
”whether the liturgical or the military element is the Sitz im Leben of the

15
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scroll.” As he justly observes, ”on this decision much interpretation of the
military terminology will depend”.19
While not denying the possibility of Yadin’s interpretation of
the War Scroll as a military manual, North criticizes Yadin for not making
an explicit case for his interpretative strategy over against ”the allegoricdramatic-liturgical possibilities”. As an alternative to Yadin’s
understanding of the document, North suggests a division of the text into
two main parts. The first part he calls a “sacristan’s manual for preparing
paraphernalia” (comprising columns 1-9). The second part he views as a
”priest’s ritual” (comprising columns 10-19).
That the ritual reading of the War Scroll also reflected
contemporary ideas within Old Testament scholarship may be illustrated by
the remarks made by Theodor Gaster in his 1956 translation of the text.
Without arguing that the Qumran War Scroll is in itself a ritual to be
performed, Gaster points to a common Near Eastern ritual pattern
connected with the New Year as the background of the battle between the
sons of light and the sons of darkness depicted in the Qumran text. This
pattern, according to Gaster, is documented in Babylonian texts describing
the victory of Marduk over Tiamat and in Ugaritic texts recounting the
battle of Baal against Yam and Mot.20
Both the Rule of the Community and the War Scroll were made
subject to ritual interpretation in early Qumran scholarship. The texts
exhibit similarities on a number of linguistic and literary points. In both
cases, these interpretation strategies were clearly (and explicitly) related to
contemporary theories within biblical scholarship, theories which have to a
great extent been abandoned by recent biblical scholars. However, a ritual
reading of the opening section of 1QS has remained standard, while ritual
readings of 1QM are no longer advocated by Qumran scholars. These two
different cases may serve to highlight some important questions concerning
the criteria for interpreting ancient texts within a ritual perspective.21 The
scholarly consensus which has established different reading strategies for
the Community Rule and the War Scroll, despite the formal similarities
they exhibit, is, after all, founded on a number of good reasons, some of
which have to do with the plausibility of reconstructed ritual practice
within a given socio-historical context and with the balance between
literary and ritual perspectives in the reading of these texts.

19

North 1958: 84-85.
Gaster 1956: 275-276.
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Practice behind the Text?
The Conditional Vow in Hebrew Bible Narrative Texts
Anne Katrine Gudme, University of Copenhagen
When one thinks of ritual texts in the Hebrew Bible, it is most often the
kind of ritual texts found primarily in the so called P sections of the
Pentateuch, especially in Leviticus, such as the prescriptive ritual ‘laws’ as
in Lev 1-7 and descriptive ritual texts as in Lev 8-9. Both are preoccupied
with ritual acts themselves. No matter how we look at them: as
programmatic theological treatises, as priestly utopias or as priestly
manuals, it is safe to say that ritual is at the centre of the text: either
literally or as a metaphor for something else.1
Another thing all together is the mention of ritual practice in a
narrative context, when a ritual act is performed as part of the narrative and
presented to the reader as a matter of course. I shall bring some examples
of this to illustrate my point. Just as we are told that the character in the
narrative stands up or sits down we are told in Judges 2:5 that “They
[Israel] named the place Bochim and there they sacrificed to Yahweh” but
we are not told what kind of sacrifice they performed or how they did it. In
Genesis 23:19 it says that “Abraham buried Sarah his wife in the cave of
the field of Machpelah facing Mamre (that is, Hebron) in the land of
Canaan.” This leaves the reader enlightened as to the where, but completely
in the dark when it comes to the how. How was a funeral or just this
particular funeral performed?2 A final example is the last two verses of the
notorious account of the death of Uriah in 2 Samuel 11:26-27: “When the
wife of Uriah heard that her husband was dead, she made lamentation for
him. When the mourning was over, David sent and brought her to his
house, and she became his wife, and bore him a son.” In this passage there
are two acts that we would usually identify as some sort of ritual practice:
mourning the dead and entering into marriage, but the text gives us no
details as to the performance of either of them.3
In Joshua 5:3, we are told that “Joshua made flint knives and
circumcised the Israelites at Gibeath-haaraloth”, but we are not told how
the circumcision was performed. For that matter, we are not told how to
make such flint knives either.

1

See Grabbe 2003.
For some observations on interment practices and ideology in HB see Olyan 2005.
3
Other texts in the HB are more informative with regard to mourning rites: e.g. 2 Sam
3:31-37. See Olyan 2004: 28-61 for rites associated with mourning the dead in HB.
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So why do these texts not mention anything about how the ritual practices
they mention were performed? Presumably, the details of the ritual practice
were not important. Perhaps it was assumed that they needed no
explanation, because the audience knew all about them?
The Joshua passage mentioned above illustrates this point very
well. Joshua 5 is completely silent to the ‘how’ of the circumcision, but it
does give us an answer to the ‘why’. The problem is that it is not the kind
of answer we want. Joshua 5:4 begins in a very promising way by saying
“this is the reason why Joshua circumcised them.” And the reason follows
in verse 5: “all the people born on the journey through the wilderness after
they had come out of Egypt had not been circumcised.” Joshua circumcised
the Israelites because they were not circumcised. As Nancy Jay puts it:
“Why he should circumcise them in the first place is not considered to need
explanation. What was problematical to the author of Joshua was not
circumcision itself, but rather why all those grownup Israelites were
uncircumcised. The interpretation in Joshua 5 is disappointing because it is
an explanation for someone else, in some other situation, not one for us.”4
My enterprise is not, however, to attempt to reconstruct the details of the
sparsely described ritual practices in the examples above or in texts like
them. I believe that any attempt to wrench detailed information from these
uncommunicative texts is doomed to fail. The question that I will attempt
to answer is much more basic. When, in the Hebrew Bible, we encounter
narrative texts that mention some sort of ritual practice, can we assume that
there is practice behind the text? Can we, on the basis of the above
mentioned examples and other examples like them, assume that the writers
and intended readers of the Hebrew Bible, whoever they were and where
and whenever they lived, knew of and perhaps performed ritual practices
such as the ones mentioned in the texts, e.g. sacrifice, circumcision,
mourning etc.?
To answer the question I shall use the ritual practice of making conditional
vows for an example. The conditional vow is a solemn promise made to a
deity: “Dear God, if you grant me a bountiful harvest, I will give you a
vase.” The reasons for making a conditional vow are as numerous as the
objects given.5 The vow is conditional and therefore always accompanied
by a request or a prayer: “If you do X for me, then I will do Y for you.”6
4

Jay 1992: 9.
For a taste of the diversity of votive practice, see W.D. Rouse’s catalogue of Greek
votive offerings: Rouse 1902.
6
Cartledge 1992: 12.
5
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If the prayer is answered, the votary is obliged to ‘pay up’. If the prayer is
not answered, no action on behalf of the votary is required.
The gift dedicated to the deity in fulfillment of a vow is a votive offering.7
In regard to genre, the conditional vow can be classified within the group
of rituals named by Catherine Bell as ‘Rites of Exchange and Communion’,
since an exchange of gifts or services is presumed if events take place as
outlined in the vow.8 The practice of making conditional vows is of course
also narrowly linked to prayer.
The act of making the vow itself corresponds with what Roy A.
Rappaport drawing on the work of J. F. Austin calls a ‘performative’ or
‘speech act’. Rappaport discerns between ‘factive’ and ‘commissive’
performatives. The factive performative causes the thing it declares to
actually happen: “I declare you husband and wife”, “I proclame war” and
so on.9 The commissive performatives on the other hand “do not bring into
being the state of affairs with which they are concerned, but merely bring
into being the commitment of those performing them to do so sometime in
the future.”10 The conditional vow is a commissive performative.
In the Hebrew Bible the conditional vow is described by the root נדר. The
noun  נֶדֶ רmeans ‘a vow’ and the verb  נָדַ רmeans ‘to vow/make a vow’. The
root occurs 91 times in the Hebrew Bible, 60 times as a noun and 31 times
as a verb. 17 times the noun  נֶדֶ רis object for the verb נָדַ ר: ‘to vow a vow’.
The verb  שלםmeans ‘to pay or fulfill a vow’. The noun  נֶדֶ רoccurs as object
for  שלם11 times. The root  נדרoccurs 19 times in narrative texts, 29 times
in poetic texts and 43 times in legal texts. In 9 of the occurrences in the
legal texts and once in the narrative texts (1 Samuel 1:21), judging from the
context, the noun  נֶדֶ רshould probably be translated as a ‘votive offering’ or
‘vow offering’ rather than just vow.

7

Votive offerings, solely understood as vow-based dedications, are the narrow use of
the term votive. Votive is very often used in a more general sense meaning simply ‘gift
to a god’, see Pinch 1993: xxv.
8
Bell 1997: 108-9.
9
Rappaport 1999:113-15.
10
Rappaport 1999: 115. The comissive performatives do not guarantee that the ritual
participant lives up to his commitment. They do, however, because of the so called
metaperformativity of ritual, create norms that will the ritual participant a transgressor if
he does not keep his commitment. “Participation in a ritual in which a prohibition
against adultery is enunciated by, among others, himself may not prevent a man from
committing adultery, but it does establish for him the prohibition of adultery as a rule
that he himself has both enlivened and accepted.” Rappaport 1999: 123.
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The conditional vow receives a value-neutral treatment in the Hebrew
Bible. The importance of fulfilling the vow is stipulated: “When you make
a vow to God, do not delay fulfilling ( )שלםit; for he has no pleasure in
fools. Fulfill what you vow” (Ecclesiastes 5:3-4, cf. Num 30:3 and Deut
23:22-23). However, nowhere is the practice itself scorned. In Jeremiah 44,
the prophet Jeremiah reprimands the fugitives in Egypt because they make
vows and give offerings and pour out libations to the Queen of Heaven, but
the practice of making vows (and offerings and libations) is not the
problem in the text. The offence is worshipping other deities than Yahweh.
In the following, I shall concentrate on the occurrences in the narrative
passages: Genesis 28:20 (+Genesis 31:13a), Numbers 21:2, Judges 11:30
(+Judges 11:39a), 1 Samuel 1:11, 2 Samuel 15:7-8 and Jonah 1:16.
In Genesis 28:20-22, Jacob makes a vow to Yahweh. Jacob is on his way to
Haran and he has spent the night at Luz. Here, he has had a dream in which
Yahweh has spoken to him and confirmed the promise of descendants, land
and blessing. When Jacob wakes up, he names the place Bethel, pours a
libation of oil on a standing stone ( )מצבהand then makes a vow. Jacob asks
for protection on the journey back to his father’s house and, in return, Jacob
promises to make Yahweh his god. He will make a sanctuary or a holy
place for him at Bethel and he will pay tithes to Yahweh. In Genesis
31:13a, this vow is referred to again, when Yahweh introduces himself to
Jacob in a dream by saying “I am the God of Bethel, where you anointed a
standing stone and made a vow to me.” The act of making the vow is
obviously not the main issue in this narrative.
The narrative serves as an etiology for the place name Bethel
and as a founding legend of the Bethel sanctuary. It establishes the
patriarch Jacob as the first person to worship there by anointing a standing
stone and making a conditional vow.11 Since this passage is a founding
legend, we should not put it past the author to describe what he considered
to be obscure and archaic practices in order to add an air of mystique and
antiquity to the narrative. On the other hand, the concept of making a
conditional vow is not so obscure that it comes with some sort of
explanatory commentary. The standing stone attracts the most attention in
the overall narrative since it is the stone that Jacob has used as a pillow
during the night (v. 11b + 18) and the stone which is to form the basis of
the future holy place (v.22a). Nevertheless, it is interesting how the
summarizing half verse in 31:13a parallels the two acts of worship and,
thus, present them as being of equal importance.
11

The vow is fulfilled in Genesis 35:1-15. Interestingly enough, the vow itself is not
mentioned at all on this occasion.
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As part of the conquest narrative in Numbers, we hear of the Battle of
Horma in Numbers 21:1-3. In Numbers 21:2, Israel (the people or a
person?) vows to “utterly destroy” ( )חרםthe cities of the Canaanites in the
Negeb, if Yahweh will grant Israel victory over them. 12 To utterly destroy
an object in battle is the same as abstaining from taking this object as spoils
of war. Israel promises abstention from something, presumably enjoyable,
in exchange for victory. The context of this narrative is purely legendary,
of course, and the fact that a personification of Israel seems to be the
talking subject only adds to this impression. I would like to underline,
however, that in the logic of the narrative making a conditional vow when
wanting to strike a bargain with Yahweh seems to be the proper thing to do.
Israel does not ‘cry for help’ or ‘pray’, but ‘makes a vow’.
In Judges 11-12, we hear about Jephthah the Gileadite. Jephthah is known
as a mighty warrior and is asked by the elders of Gilead to lead the
Israelites in battle against the Ammonites. Jephthah agrees on the condition
that they will make him their leader if he defeats the Ammonites (11:9). On
the eve of battle, Jephthah makes a vow to Yahweh and promises to give to
him as a burnt offering ( )עולהthe first thing that comes out of the house,
when Jephthah returns victorious. Jephthah does conquer the Ammonites
and the narrative reaches a tragic climax when the person that first comes
out of the house to greet him is his very own and only daughter. Jephthah is
devastated and the girl shows heroic posture when she insists that her father
must keep his vow (11:38). The girl withdraws to the mountains for two
months to “bewail her virginity” since she is to die as an unmarried virgin.
She then returns to her father, who deals with her “according to the vow he
had made” (11:39a).
The ironic and tragic twist to this story of Jephthah’s victory
over the Ammonites is worthy of a Greek tragedian and it is quite apparent
why parallels have been drawn between Iphigenia, the unfortunate child of
Clytemnestra and Agamemnon, and Jephthah’s nameless daughter.13
In this text, the making and fulfillment of the vow plays an
important part. The vow binds Jephthah and forces him to slay his own
child. The story of Jephthah’s daughter has attracted much attention
because of its allusions to child sacrifice, but on the topic of child sacrifice
12

It is hard to identify ’Israel’ in this verse. Israel is spoken of in the third person
singular and speaks in first person singular. See Cartledge 1992: 162-4. Cartledge
interprets Israel’s vow as a ‘corporate vow’.
13

Cartledge 1992: 181, Marcus 1986.
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itself and the connection between child sacrifice and vows, the text is
uninformative.14 As Guillaume puts it: “The narrative has nothing to teach
about human sacrifices, nor about vows.”15 Levenson argues that the fact
that the vow is actually fulfilled indicates the legitimacy of the sacrifice:
“Jephthah’s actions are intelligible only on the assumption that his daughter
– he had no son- could legitimately be sacrificed as a burnt offering to
YHWH.”16 This is a valuable observation, but in the context of the
Jephthah narrative, the regularity and legitimacy of child sacrifice is neither
proven nor disproven, since the point of the narrative is to illustrate the
strength of the vow. This is done equally well whether child sacrifice is an
unusual, unheard of and illegitimate kind of sacrifice, or an accepted form
of sacrifice although a heavy burden and clearly not what Jephthah
intended with his vow: “Alas, my daughter! You have brought me very
low; you have become the cause of great trouble to me.” (11:35).17
If there is a moral to the story it must be that one should not
make a vow that one is not ready to fulfill. (Or at least that one should
make sure to be a bit more specific than Jephthah when entering into such a
contract). What is interesting to us, however, is that the conditional vow
seems to be the appropriate course of action when asking Yahweh for help.
There are plenty of unusual and tragic circumstances in this narrative, but
making a vow is not one of them.
In 1 Samuel 1:1-20, we find the birth legend of the prophet Samuel.
Samuel’s mother, Hannah, is miserable because she is childless, whereas
her husband Elkanah’s other wife, Peninnah, has several children. The
scene is set at the sanctuary at Shiloh, where Elkanah goes with his family
to offer the yearly sacrifices. In her despair, Hannah goes in to the
sanctuary and she makes a vow to Yahweh. She promises that, if Yahweh
14

For a good and recent summary of the debate about child sacrifice in the Hebrew
Bible and ANE see Stavrakopoulou 2004: chapters 4 and 5. I find it very likely that
child sacrifice was practiced to some extent in Palestine during the 1st Millennium BCE,
and it is also likely that at least in some places child sacrifice was a common enough
object of the conditional vow, see Stager 1980 and Mosca 1978. The Jephthah
narrative, however, can be used neither to prove nor to disprove these claims.
15
Guillaume 2004: 147.
16
Levenson 1993: 14.
17
Cartledge suggests that Jephthah’s vow is not rash at all, but rather a cunning way to
force Yahweh to make the decision for him, Cartledge 1992: 179. Although nothing in
the text directly contradicts this interpretation of Jephthah’s vow as thought through
rather than thoughtless it is hard to see Jephthah’s benefit from such a game. Clearly,
Jepthah is not pleased with the result.
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will give her a son, she will give the boy as a Nazirite to Yahweh and no
razor shall touch his head. Eli, the priest, confirms that Yahweh will bless
Hannah with a son (v. 17) and Samuel is born in verse 20. When the boy is
weaned, he is brought to the sanctuary and, thus, Hannah keeps her part of
the agreement. The play on Nazirite imagery is very strong in this passage
and it is natural to draw parallels to Samson’s birth story in Judges 13. 18
The general narrative frame of a birth narrative, involving a
barren mother and an annunciation, does not of course add credibility to the
text, but, once again, it is interesting that Hannah chooses the form of the
conditional vow to utter her grief rather than a prayer or simply wailing.
In 2 Samuel 15:7-8, Absalom, the rebellious prince, looks for an excuse to
go to Hebron and start a revolt against his father, David. Absalom tells his
father that, while he was an exile in Aram, he made a vow to Yahweh and
promised that if Yahweh would bring him safely back to Jerusalem, he
would go to Hebron and worship Yahweh there. The king accepts this story
unblinkingly and Absalom hurries off to start his conspiracy. Obviously,
the vow is of very little importance in this narrative. Any credible excuse
would do. However, the mere fact that Absalom makes the fulfillment of a
vow the pretext for going to Hebron, when he is plotting against the king,
indicates the inconspicuousness of the practice.
The last example comes from one of the narrative passages in the book of
Jonah. Jonah tries to run from the calling of Yahweh and finds himself
aboard a ship on the way to Tarshish. Yahweh sends a horrible hurricane
against the ship and Jonah encourages the sailors to throw him overboard
because he is the reason for the storm (1:12). The sailors hesitate, but,
finally, their fear of the storm overcomes them and they throw Jonah into
the water (1:13-15). The storm stops immediately and the sailors are seized
by the fear of Yahweh and they offer sacrifices ( )ויזבחו־זבחand make vows
(( )וידרו נדרימ1:16).
In this prophetic legend, the sacrifices and vows of the sailors
are presented as a response to their great fear of Yahweh. What exactly it is
that the sailors vow to give or do remains unknown? A fair guess would be
that they ask the mighty and awesome deity, Yahweh, to let them return to
their homes safely and in one piece in return for a gift or some kind of

18

In later tradition, Samuel is clearly identified as a Nazirite. In 4QSama 1:22, Samuel
is explicitly called a Nazirite, and in the Septuagint version of 1 Samuel 1:11, a ban on
wine and strong drink is added to the verse in order to make it correspond better with
Numbers 6:1-21. See Chepey, 2005: 20-22, 35-37.
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service.19 Again, vow making is paralleled with another kind of cultic
practice and it seems to be the proper response to the situation.
So what can we learn from these narrative passages? They do not tell us
anything about how a conditional vow was performed or whether the words
were to be accompanied by certain gestures or not. The only ritual law text
in the Hebrew Bible which is concerned with vow making in any detail is
the law of the Nazirite in Numbers 6:1-21. In this text, the rules of the
making of the vow are conspicuous by their absence. We can speculate, as
Knierim and Coats do, that some more elaborate ritual or ceremony is
implied by the text, but this is mere speculation.20 Neither do the texts
indicate that vows were a religious practice preferred by women, as Karel
Van der Toorn seems to think or that making vows was typical of sailors,
as Aaron Brody suggests.21 We cannot, with Tony W. Cartledge, conclude,
on the basis of Numbers 21:2, that vows were commonly made by groups
or, on the basis of Judges 11:30-31, speculate whether it was common or
uncommon to pay vows with human sacrifice and we cannot, as Cartledge
further attempts, say anything about what was the proper thing to vow,
where to make the vow, where to pay the vow or how long time was
acceptable between the granting of the wish and the fulfilment of the
vow.22
What we can say, however, is that it is very likely that a ritual
practice of making conditional vows and paying them was not unknown to
the authors and intended audiences of the Hebrew Bible. Because, even
though the texts are traditional narratives, even mythical and legendary,
they would have had to make some kind of sense to their hearers and
readers. Even though one builds a narrative that does not correspond with
any real or recognizable experience, one still has to use known and
19

The fact that the sailors make their vows after the storm has stilled has caused some
debate among scholars (see Berlinerblau 1996:67-71 with references), since most
interpreters would expect the sailors to make their vows when in danger and not when
the danger had passed. I fear that this argument attributes a sense of ‘cool judgement’ to
a group of very upset and rather traumatized sailors. Although Yahweh has ‘saved’ the
sailors from the storm that he himself has caused, they are still not safe, but, rather,
realising that they are dealing with a deity of demonstrably enormous powers. In this
situation, a quick vow of “please do not kill me, I promise to do anything” is not all that
hard to imagine. Jonah 1:16 explicitly states that the sailors were very afraid of Yahweh
( )וייראו האנשים יראה גדולה את יהוהeven after he had stilled the storm. The making of the
vows simply seems to be a result of that fear.
20
Knierim & Coats 2005: 91
21
Van Der Toorn 1989: 204, Brody 1998
22
Cartledge 1992: 137-199
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recognizable words and ideas as bricks. Otherwise the alienation is simply
too great and results in a complete loss of meaning. As Jacques
Berlinerblau says, “there is no such thing as pure fiction”.23 Thus the
narrative text passages from the Hebrew Bible teach us nothing exactly of
when where and how conditional vows were performed, but they do seem
to tell us that such a thing as a conditional vow and the practice of making
such were known to the intended audience of the Hebrew Bible.

23

Berlinerblau 1999: 107.
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