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 Hello again and welcome to Literature and World of the Hebrew Bible.  My name 

is John Strong and this is session 31.  Today we’re talking about the religions — and 

I’ve put that in plural — of ancient Israel, the religions of Israel.   

 We have looked at a fair block of material, a fair amount of material, from ancient 

Israel.  We’ve looked at the Deuteronomistic history.  We’ve looked at the priestly 

literature.  We have looked at a lot of prophetic material.  One of the things that’s 

shown up throughout is a concern about worshiping other gods.  The fact that there is 

so much concern about worshiping other gods would indicate that people were doing 

just that, worshiping other gods.  That the worship of Yahweh and the reverence of 

Yahweh, the adherence to Yahweh, was not the only game in town, it would appear.  

The question that we’re going to be dealing with today is going to be to what extent was 

the worship of other gods, other deities — to what extent was that orthodox, how 

prevalent was it, or was it a fringe element.  Were these religious sects, so to speak.  

Small groups — sure, it’s out there, but, you know, it’s not very large in terms of 

controlling people’s thought and their worship. 

 I don’t think we’re going to come to a resolution today and it’s not my intention in 

this lesson to bring that question to resolution and say, oh, it’s one way or the other.  

But I want you to get a sense and realize how prevalent other religious traditions, other 

religious practices were and we’re gonna see that some of it seems to have been tied 

with the national governments.  Therefore, perhaps what is in the Hebrew Bible 

depicted as being unorthodox was at least at certain periods and under certain reigns 

orthodox, orthodox belief.  At the very least, I want you to see that the choices that the 

people had to deal with were not necessarily clear black and white.  It’s one thing for 

the Judao Christian tradition to hold up the canon and say, “This is what the text says.  

You’re to worship Yahweh alone.  It is authoritative for our tradition.  If you want to be 

a part of us, that’s what you’ve gotta do.”  For the ancient Israelite, the choices weren’t 
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quite so clear. 

 If we just look — and let’s start — begin by looking at some of the biblical 

material.  We have looked at, for example, mentioned in this class, Genesis 31.  

Here’s a story where Jacob and Leah and his family and Rachel too are fleeing Laban, 

the brother of Leah and Rachel.  Rachel is seeking some protection so she takes the 

family gods.  We’ve talked about this as we were talking in relationship to Exodus 3 

and 6, and the names of Yahweh and Yahweh being identified with the god of the 

patriarchs, the family gods.  Rachel is taking the family gods because she’s wanting 

protection along the way.  Well, this would indicate that there was this practice that at 

least the Israelites, the readers of this text, would’ve known about and maybe they 

would’ve adhered to, maybe not.  But the text doesn’t necessarily judge Rachel for this.  

It just mentions it as sort of this is what happened. 

 We saw a few lessons ago in Jeremiah 7 and in Jeremiah 44 references to the 

queen of heaven and people worshiping the queen of heaven, and Jeremiah 

condemning them for this but they didn’t give up the practice.  This queen of heaven 

probably was — most scholars would attribute that to the worship of Asherah.  Ezekiel 

8 — there in the temple in Jerusalem Ezekiel is seeing a vision of — images of jealousy 

in the gate, of images of animals and creeping things carved into the wall in one of the 

rooms around the court, of women weeping for Tammuz, and then the priests probably 

worshiping the sun, turning their back on Yahweh. 

 And so there were other religious practices being carried out right there in 

Jerusalem.  And so we see that sort of practice.  That was judged by Ezekiel.  But, of 

course, if Zedekiah and his priesthood are practicing it there in Jerusalem, maybe they 

didn’t see a problem with it.  Jeroboam the first.  In First Kings 12 and 14, 12 through 

14 or so, it talks about Jeroboam the first setting up a worship site in Dan and Bethel, 

and there setting up an image of a bull, and probably Jeroboam understood that to be 
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legitimate Yahweh worship, that Yahweh was invisibly standing upon the back of the 

bull.  The bull was an image, symbol of Yahweh’s power over chaos.  Probably 

Jeroboam thought it was a very legitimate orthodox kind of belief.  It would’ve been.  

The Deuteronomists had troubles with it and so it’s condemned in the text as we now 

have it.  But for the central authorities in Samaria in the northern kingdom, it was 

orthodox belief and probably rather prevalent. 

 We also see in worship an evidence of the Baal cult being carried out and 

worshiped in the northern kingdom.  Ahab married Jezebel, a Phoenician woman, it 

would appear, who brought with her or maybe cultivated the Baal cult.  There were 

priests of Baal in his time that Elijah had a conflict with and so we see evidence that 

way, too. 

 Now, let’s take a look at some extra biblical material.  The Bible always — 

except for Genesis 31 — pretty much condemns all of these practices and says they’re 

unorthodox, although the placement of them in Dan and Bethel and Jerusalem would 

indicate that maybe they were more orthodox than what we think.  But when you look 

at the extra biblical material, some of the archaeological artifacts, again you get a sense 

that maybe there was — that what the biblical text that we now have felt was and 

deemed to be, judged to be unorthodox was perhaps a prevalent part of, an accepted 

part of, ancient Israelite society. 

 First of all, we see — and there are archaeological artifacts of home shrines.  

These home shrines — and you’re taking a look at some of them now — are play 

shrines and they were small, roughly 7 inches or so in height, and so they weren’t large.  

But they would’ve been some sort of a shrine in the home and there would’ve been 

some sort of a stone or some kind of a reference to the deity within the central part in 

the cubicle there in these home shrines.  In a book about daily life in ancient Israel, the 

author there depicts a day in the life of an ancient Israelite family and he mentions that 
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on their way out to the field and on their way back they maybe make some sort of a 

gesture to, perform some quick little rituals, some act of devotion, to the gods who were 

there in their home shrine. 

 There is a very important find at a location called Contillet Azhrude [spelled as 

sounded] that is now in Egypt not far from the Israelite border and people debate over 

what this was.  But at any rate, Contillet Azhrude was an ancient site during the time of 

the monarchy and there there’s reference — there’s graffiti on the wall.  Is it graffiti or is 

it actual cultic images being carved into the wall — that’s debated.  But there’s some 

sort of image of several figures and the text refers to Yahweh and his Asherah, and it 

locates Yahweh.  Yahweh of Taman, etc., etc., etc., and Yahweh of Samaria.  And so 

it locates Yahweh and then refers to Yahweh and his Asherah.  Again, that recalls back 

what Jeremiah condemned, the worship of the queen of heaven or Yahweh’s Asherah. 

 Interestingly enough, Contillet Azhrude sits on the path to and on the place going 

to Egypt and people think that perhaps it was a little shrine that caravans would stop at, 

perform a little bit of a religious ritual for protection from Yahweh and his Asherah.  

Again, though, there’s nothing that would indicate that this was a heterodox or 

unacceptable practice. 

 We also then see in Beersheba there was an altar, a horned altar, and scholars 

have reconstructed it.  It is now located in the Israel museum.  This horned altar was 

found in the ancient site of Beersheba, scattered around.  And literally what it appears 

to be that the horned altar was torn down and dispersed amongst the city in order that it 

wouldn’t be built back together and that this religious site would be totally destroyed.  

When this happened, people speculate that this was a part of Hezekiah’s reform.  

Again, Hezekiah, as we learn in the Deuteronomistic literature, and also Josiah — they 

removed all of the bamote, the high places.  They centralized worship in Jerusalem and 

Jerusalem alone.  There apparently was a worship site in Beersheba, probably was 
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Yahwehistic.  This altar being torn down was probably an indication that here was a 

practice once thought to be orthodox.  But with Hezekiah and Josiah, now understood 

to be heterodox and the coming of the Deuteronomistic reform. 

 We’ve been talking about the ancient Israelite religion and how it maybe is not as 

clear-cut or was not as clear-cut as what it looks like in the Hebrew Bible.  I think an 

interesting case study is the temple at Arad.  Arad was a small fortress.  It guarded the 

southern approach to Hebron and eventually to Jerusalem.  It was not a major city in 

the Negev or in the southern desert region, but it was an important fortress.  

Apparently, it was a national outpost.  You will hear in these segments that there were 

letters in ostracod of priests and correspondents — priests who lived in Jerusalem and 

correspondents with Jerusalem.  So it was an important site. 

 It is also the only temple found in the land of Israel.  No one’s been able to 

excavate the temple mount.  And so to try and find the temple of Solomon or the first 

temple, or even really the temple of Herod, the second temple there, hasn’t been 

possible.  But we do have the Arad temple.  But the fact that there is a temple that has 

a holy of holies, that’s outside of Jerusalem and yet is connected with the temple in 

Jerusalem, poses all sorts of questions.  Let me just run through some of these. 

 On the one hand, this raises questions about the religious and political agenda of 

the Deuteronomistic reform in the Deuteronomistic literature that grew out of that reform 

which we’ve already talked about.  It raises questions about — well, what is the nature 

of Jerusalem orthodoxy, the Jerusalem temple orthodoxy that had a particular — that 

had the authority to say what is proper worship and what is improper.  And here you 

have a temple down south, outside of Jerusalem, that was to some degree authorized 

by the national — the central national powers. 

 And then also it raises questions about popular religion.  Well, to talk about all of 

these issues and even a few more and to kind of give us a tour of the Arad temple is Dr. 



REL 101 Lecture 31 6 

Gabriel Barkai who is a professor of archaeology at Barlon University as well as 

Jerusalem University College in Jerusalem, a very well known, very famous 

archaeologist in the land of Israel.  And so we’re very fortunate to have him kind of 

giving us a guided tour. 

 Let’s start with a general introduction to this topic and to Arad.  In this first little 

segment that I want you all to look at we’re gonna be looking at the layout of the temple 

sanctuary in Arad.  You’re going to hear talking about how it’s arranged, number one, 

so you want to pay attention to that.  Pay attention to the fact that it’s got an altar and 

that sort of thing.  But then also notice and pay attention to Dr. Barkai’s discussion of 

other temples that seem to be apparent and have existed.  Particularly, he talks about 

one in Beersheba.  Let’s take a look at this. 

* * * 

DR. STRONG--ITALICS; DR. BARKAI--BOLD 

 All right, Gaby.  We’re entering the temple complex here.  This is unique in 

Israel, isn’t it?  It’s the only temple we’ve found, I think? 

 Yes, it is.  Yes, it is.  Though in the biblical account, we have hints for the 

existence of several temples.  For example, in the words of prophet Amos in the 

story in the first Book of Kings about Solomon, we have the high place of Gibeon 

mentioned where he sacrificed.  In any case, we have hints to existence of 

temples at Beersheba, at other places as well, in the biblical account.  Very 

interesting they tried to eliminate that and some managed to survive in the text 

after it was added by Deuteronomistic editors.  

 In any case, archaeologically speaking, we have evidence of cult and 

temples also elsewhere.  For example, in Beersheba, in a large building identified 

by the excavator there as storehouses, there were incorporated some stones 

which no doubt were parts of an altar.  When they took them out and restored 



REL 101 Lecture 31 7 

them, they had the full altar.  It was a horned altar but made of nicely shaped, 

chiseled, hewn stones unlike the altar of this temple which is made of fieldstones 

and mud.  

 So at Beersheba there was most probably a temple but we don’t have the 

building or the temple itself.  Here we have the building of the temple itself.  It is 

unique.  In the kingdom of Israel, in the north, we have a large high place at 

Teldan.  We know about the existence of other cultic places at Chekem and at 

Bethel.  But in the kingdom of Judah, in the southern kingdom of Judah, where 

the Deuteronomistic ideology got crystallized, we do not have too many 

archaeologically.  This is the only one which is clear and this is the only one that 

one can see. 

* * * 

 Okay.  In this next session here, Dr. Barkai takes us a little more point by point 

through the temple layout.  What I want you to be looking for here is his discussion of, 

number one, the courtyard.  That’s where we go first.  The altar and how they have 

excavated the altar.  Notice that this temple is on an east-west axis, the same way that 

the Jerusalem temple was.  Notice that they found — and pay attention to his 

discussion of ostraca that had priestly names on them, what he says about those.  

Notice what he says about the broad sanctuary.  And finally, notice what he says about 

the holy of holies.  This is very important because there were stones — standing 

stones found in the holy of holies, number one, and there was not just one standing 

stone; there were two.  What does all that mean?  So that’s what you should be paying 

attention for and looking for in this next segment. 

* * * 

 We have to differentiate like in every period between different levels of 

religion.  There was a popular religion and there was a more higher concept of 
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religion which is expressed in the Hebrew Bible.  Reality was different than what 

the Bible represents.  The very fact is that this temple is not mentioned in the 

Bible and nothing of the kind of this Bible could even exist, according to what we 

read in the Hebrew Bible. 

 Well, let’s take a look and tell us what we’re looking at.  I think we’re here in the 

courtyard. 

 Okay.  We are in the courtyard of the temple.  It is surrounded by walls.  

It was open to the sky.  Underneath the courtyard there is a large subterranean 

rock cut reservoir for water.  The courtyard is paved.  On the right-hand side of 

the courtyard is the altar of sacrifices which is built of unhewn stones, unworked 

stones, field stones which were collected, and mud.  This facade of the altar was 

unpeeled and excavated by the excavators in order to find out whether there was 

an earlier altar hiding underneath it.  The answer is no.  The altar tops with a flat 

flint slab which had around it channels for the blood.  Next to the altar there is a 

small chamber here which is built of mud bricks.  Inside this chamber some 

cultic objects were found including an incense burner. 

 Well, at the foot of the altar here on the outside there were found two tiny 

dishes, bowls.  These had upon them, each of them, scratched before firing, two 

Hebrew characters, koof and huff [phoenetically spelled], abbreviation according 

to Anson Rainy of the words [inaudible], sacred to the priests. 

 In the courtyard itself we have one entrance which is not on the central axis 

of the courtyard but pushed to the side and it is entered from the east.  So 

exactly as the temple of Jerusalem, the rays of the sun could penetrate through 

the entrance and lit up the activity in the temple.  So it is directed exactly 

east/west. 

 Now, there’s a doorway over here.  Is this to a priestly chamber of some type? 



REL 101 Lecture 31 9 

 This is a side chamber of some kind.  Now, in the courtyard of the temple 

and in its vicinity there were found several ostraca.  Those are potsherds with 

ink written inscriptions upon them.  Some of them had just a single name like 

Pashkul and Marymot [phoenetically spelled].  Now, these names are well known 

to us also in the Bible.  The question is what for were those potsherds used here.  

It was suggested by Professor Arone who excavated it and it seems that he had 

the proper explanation that these were used to cast the lot between priestly 

families concerning the service in the temple. 

 You’re talking about the ostraca with the priest’s name.   

 Those small potsherds, they include names which are known also in the 

Hebrew Bible of priestly families who also served in the temple of Jerusalem.  I 

would say more than that.  We have a bowl with an inscription mentioning a 

family of Benet Batzal [phoenetically spelled] and different contributions of 

people to the temple.  More than that, all the inscriptions found in the temple and 

others found in other parts of the fortress, they are all in Hebrew.  They are all 

Yahavistic [phoenetically spelled].  They mention the name of the Lord many 

times.  They mention it in letters as part of the blessing, opening the text of the 

letter, and they mention also swearing in the name of Yahweh, God of Israel, and 

the names Zahebrew.  So there was nobody here who was non-Judean.  There 

is no doubt that this is an Israelite or Judean temple.  

 More than that, in one of the letters found there is a mentioning of the 

house of the Lord or the house of Yahweh.  This reference could be a reference 

to the temple of Jerusalem, of course, but it makes more sense that it refers to a 

local house of Yahweh which we have here.  The temple was excavated by the 

late Professor Johanna Aroni who excavated this site since 1962.  It is made up 

of three units.  We are in the large courtyard which is the first unit.  Then there 
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is the main hall of the temple itself.  We enter it through here.  This is a broad 

room and it leads to some steps which lead to a small cell. 

 Now, would this broad room, the sanctuary, would it be covered?  Would it have 

been covered? 

 It was covered.  It was covered and it leads to a kind of a niche which 

probably was prohibited for the wider public to enter, and this was the holy of 

holies.  At the base of the steps there are two incense altars which were found 

tilted over.  On top of each of them there were found residues of organic 

material, of the incense which was offered upon them.  On the inside there was 

an offering table of stone and there were the two musseybot [phoenetically 

spelled], or standing stones.  One of them has a rounded top.  The other one 

seems to have it as well. 

* * * 

 In the Hebrew Bible, you read a Hebrew word called bamote, or bamah is 

singular, and it means a high place.  Bamote is plural so it means high places.  And, of 

course, in the Hebrew Bible they’re outlawed.  They’re not supposed to exist.  But here 

we have a rod and the question is, is this a bamote?  Is this a bamah?  In this segment 

Dr. Barkai addresses that question and defines a little bit or discusses a little bit about 

perhaps what bamah or bamote are. 

* * * 

 In the Hebrew Bible we read about high places and prophets, and other texts that 

judge these high places — bamote in Hebrew.  Is this bamah? 

 It seems that the terminology used by the Deuteronomistic editors of the 

Hebrew Bible is a name for the different shrines for the God of Israel which 

existed, although the religious reforms of King Hezekiah of Judah and this is no 

doubt one of them.  This could have been named bamah by one of the officials 
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who was loyal to the official line of — concentrating the worship only at 

Jerusalem.  In the days of Hezekiah, during his reforms the ideology crystalized 

that there is only one god that could be worshiped and there is only one dynasty 

that could have the king coming out of it, and there is only one city which unites 

those two.  The one god and the one dynasty that is Jerusalem. 

* * * 

 In this section we want to talk about — again review the Deuteronomistic reform.  

This is something that in the course we’ve talked about when we talked about the 

Deuteronomistic literature that grew out of that reform.  There has been in 

archaeological circles important debates about Arad and this temple and what kind of a 

role it may have played in the Deuteronomistic reform.  And so in these next few 

segments, these next three segments, that’s what I’ll want to be discussing. 

 In this first segment, we’re gonna be talking about — you’ll see here Dr. Barkai 

provide a very helpful definition of the Deuteronomistic reform and some of the reforms 

that it included.  And then also you’re going to hear him say that this reform was, 

quote/unquote, “a crazy idea.”  I want you to pay attention to why he thinks it’s such a 

crazy idea. 

* * * 

 In the days of Hezekiah, during his reforms the ideology crystalized that 

there is only one god that could be worshiped and there is only one dynasty that 

could have the king coming out of it, and there is only one city which unites those 

two.  The one god and the one dynasty that is Jerusalem.  All sacrificial activity 

and all cultic activity should be concentrated to Jerusalem and every male should 

come at least three times a year for worship in Jerusalem, and all other cultic 

places should be closed down.  It was a crazy idea.  It is very difficult to imagine 

how one would execute these rules of the king, to close down all the parish 
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temples which were scattered all around Jerusalem. 

 Simply because the of problem of transportation? 

 Not only because of transportation.  It is mainly because of psychology.  

Because people want to have God next to them.  They want to go to worship 

whenever they feel.  Next to their homes.  They want to discuss matters, to 

express their gratitude, to ask for help, to ask for better crops.  They need God 

and God’s hands next to their dwelling.  There is a psychological need for that. 

* * * 

 Well, now let’s move on to the second segment.  In this segment Dr. Barkai talks 

about when Arad was destroyed.  He mentions the fact that bamote were still around, 

even after the Deuteronomistic reform and why that happened.  And then he talks a 

little bit more about how the Hebrew Bible is an idealized vision.  This reiterates some 

of the things in his own terms, in his own language — some of the things that we talked 

about in our class when we were talking about the Deuteronomistic literature and when 

we were talking about the priestly literature.  So these are the points that I want you to 

be paying attention to in this next segment. 

* * * 

 Gaby, let’s focus in on this sanctuary at Arad.  I think you think that it’s possible 

it could’ve been constructed during Hezekiah’s time. 

 Yes.  It is possible, though we should not exclude [inaudible] in the 8th 

century B.C. or earlier. 

 Now, what does that tell us about the history of Israelite religion?  Hezekiah is 

viewed in many biblical texts as one who destroyed the high places or bamote.  Some 

people have hypothesized that this was one of the places that he destroyed. 

 The place for sure lasted longer than his time and after his time, and for 

sure it had to be constructed approximately at this time.  So the view that it was 
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built in Solomon’s time and was destroyed in Hezekiah’s time, that appears in 

books.  But it is a view that does not have any archaeological support at the 

moment. 

 Then what does that tell us about Hezekiah and the biblical accounts of Hezekiah 

— what does that tell us about Josiah?  Is it possible that Josiah was the one who tore 

this down? 

 No.  There is a gap of about a century between Hezekiah and Josiah.  

Hezekiah with his religious reforms characterizes the end of the 8th century B.C. 

while the cultic reforms of Josiah took place in the last quarter of the 7th century 

B.C.  One is reflected in the Book of Isaiah, the other one in the Book of 

Jeremiah.  They — reforms, religious reforms, of concentration of cult in 

Jerusalem and unification of the cult to a uniform type religion which would be 

the purified religion and cult of Yahweh as reflected in the Bible. 

 It seems to be an idealization and does not seem to be something which 

reflects the events that really occurred in the field.  You can see in several places 

mentionings after Hezekiah that the people continued to worship in the bamote, 

and the bamote were still — you’ll find in the Bible several times mentioning the 

bamote were still around and the people of Israel continued to worship in the 

bamote.  Though that king did this and this, the bamote was still around and 

there are mentionings of them being under every tree and every hill, et cetera.  

So what the Bible calls bamote is a nickname actually of anything which is not to 

their taste.  Those could’ve been legitimate places for the worship of the Lord 

God of Israel, but not according to the taste of those Jerusalemites with their 

nose high up in the air.  Those snobs regarded anything different than their 

bamote as illegitimate, etc.  So reality was slightly different.  And what we have 

in the Hebrew Bible is a reflection of the idealized way of how the people in 
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certain circles of Jerusalem looked at the religious world and how they idealized 

it. 

* * * 

 In this final segment, in regard to our refocusing on the Deuteronomistic reform, I 

want you to pay attention to how successful this, quote/unquote, “crazy idea” seems to 

have been.  I want you to pay attention to how Arad — how Dr. Barkai envisions Arad 

as being an official outpost and how he feels this outpost interacted with the population 

there and the central authorities.  It’s interesting, I think, that he gives a very dynamic 

picture of how this ancient government interacted with the people that it governed.  He 

talks in terms of compromises.  He talks in terms of the Arad temple being, 

quote/unquote, “stuck in a corner” and maybe a little bit out of the way.  And he talks 

about, quote/unquote, “pressure from down below.”  And so this discussion — these 

are the things in this discussion that I want you to be paying attention to. 

* * * 

 It’s one thing to talk about villages or individuals or families, or what have you, 

with divergent religious practices and beliefs, beliefs that were not acceptable to the 

priesthood in Jerusalem.  I think what’s interesting about Arad, though, is that it’s an 

official outpost of the — of Judah.  It seems like there’s even divergence within the 

official religion. 

 I guess so.  One should not forget that every city and every fortress has a 

representative of the authorities and every place was under the direct control of 

the authorities.  It was a very centralized kingdom, the kingdom of Judah.  No 

doubt that there was here a commander who was nominated by the officialdom of 

Jerusalem.  No doubt that this place was under the jurisdiction of people who 

had the top of the pyramid, the hierarchy pyramid in Jerusalem. 

 On the other hand, this is quite a remote place.  It is on the edge of the 
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desert.  The officials from Jerusalem did not arrive every day.  These people had 

their main loyalty to the wanderers and nomads and settlers of the hamlets that 

were all around in the southern part of the Hebron hills and the Beersheba Basin.  

So these people demanded to have a temple for their own and the people of Arad 

were under pressure.  Probably because of that reason the temple is kind of 

stuck into a corner and it does not occupy a central place in the general plan of 

the fortress.  Probably therefore it was not designed together with the fortress 

itself but later added.  Probably because of that the temple is not built in a 

monumental manner but rather simply with fieldstones, etc. 

 I guess that there was pressure from down below which sometimes 

opposed the notions imposed from above.  The result is all kinds of 

compromises.  We can witness it also in modern life.  There are such 

compromises between what the authorities want and between what the people 

want. 

* * * 

 I want to get you to think a little bit about popular versus orthodox religion and 

there are two clips and two discussions with Dr. Barkai that I want to use to encourage 

you to think along these lines.  In the first one, Dr. Barkai and I talk about popular 

religion.  It is defined to a certain extent.  And then we discuss a little bit of how it’s 

mentioned in the Hebrew Bible.  And so let’s take a quick little look at this piece. 

* * * 

 We have to differentiate like in every period between different levels of 

religion.  There was a popular religion and there was a more higher concept of 

religion which is expressed in the Hebrew Bible.  Reality was different than what 

the Bible represents.  The very fact is that this temple is not mentioned in the 

Bible and nothing of the kind of this temple could even exist, according to what 
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we read in the Hebrew Bible. 

 * * * 

 In this final section and in this final clip and the final little piece for this session 

with Dr. Barkai, we’re going to talk — he’s going to talk a little bit longer about some of 

— archaeologically speaking, some of the evidence of popular religion that has been 

found.  In particular, pay attention to some of the details here and make sure that you 

write them down in your notes.  For example, fertility images were found.  There’s 

evidence of people making offerings or feeding the dead.  There are inscriptions in 

caves and at the outpost called Contilet Ashrud [phoenetically spelled].  And then also 

there are images of Yahweh along with other deities, and their discussion of Yahweh 

and his consort, Asherah, all of which makes a popular religion but not orthodox or 

accepted religion according to the Hebrew Bible.  Pay attention to some of these 

details.  In the end, I want you to get — come away with maybe a little bit more 

dynamic picture of the religion of ancient Israel, how it interacted with the people on a 

personal level, and some of the households of that society. 

* * * 

 The concept that we have in the 8th century, as well as in the 7th century, is 

surprising.  We have hundreds and sometimes thousands of small figurines of 

naked ladies holding their breasts.  Their fertility cult went on.  We have the 

burials — burial caves by hundreds.  People were laid upon benches with food 

and household equipment, and it is according to the official religion forbidden to 

feed the dead and we still have it. 

 So there was a certain popular level of religion and there was another 

religion, or maybe there were even several layers of popular religion, and there 

was a religion which is reflected in the Hebrew Bible which does reflect the field.  

On the western slopes of the Hebron hills in the burial cave there was an 



REL 101 Lecture 31 17 

inscription found which was first published by William G. Deever and later treated 

by Andre LaMer and others.  In that inscription there is a mentioning of Yahweh 

and his consort.  So for sure this would be impossible for those people in 

Jerusalem who left us the biblical account.  

 Several decades earlier we find that the divine couple of Yahweh and his 

Asherah also in Contila Tashrud.  In Contila Tashrud we see that the cult of the 

god of Israel there is accompanied by a description also of a theophany, which is 

almost identical to a theophany of canonite gods in[inaudible].  It is written even 

in Phoenician script there.  There was some kind of synchratism there because 

there were Israelites, there were Judais and there were Phoenicians at that site.  

The name of Yahweh, God of Israel, appears there but we see presence of others.  

 Also the types of pottery represented.  The raw material of pottery 

originates from different parts of the country.  So there at that site we see 

representations of pottery which bears the name of the God of Israel.  Also of 

Bes, an Egyptian deity.  We have representations of human beings, of animals, 

something which would be totally opposed to the Second Commandment of thou 

shall not make any image and we have images there.  So religion was many — 

much more complicated.  It had many more facets than we can find reflected in 

the Hebrew Bible or in the text. 

 

  


