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Abstract

:

Most scholars in the late 20th and early 21st century believed that cultic activity in the kingdoms of Israel and Judah was practiced in various temples that were scattered throughout the kingdoms. Still, a detailed study of the archaeological evidence on Israelite cult reveals that Israelite cultic buildings were extremely rare, both in absolute terms and when compared to other ancient Near Eastern societies, suggesting that cultic activity in temples was the exception rather than the norm and that typical Israelite cult was practiced in the household and in other, non-temple settings. Hence, the evidence suggests that rather than viewing temples, like the one in Arad, as exemplifying typical cultic activity, they should be viewed as exceptions that require a special explanation. The first part of the article develops and updates the suggestion, first raised about ten years ago, that Israelite temples were indeed extremely rare. Given the ancient Near Eastern context, however, such practices seems to be exceptional, and the second part of the article will therefore explain why was such a unique pattern not identified in the past, and will suggest a possible explanation as to how was such an outstanding practice developed and adopted.
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1. Introduction


Modern scholarship seems to have been fascinated by Israelite religion(s), and numerous attempts were made to reconstruct ancient Israelite cult. Initially, research focused on the interpretation supplied by the various texts, but as the archaeological evidence gradually accumulated, the material record came to play a major role in these reconstructions (e.g., Alpert Nakhai 2001, pp. 8–16; Zevit 2001, pp. 1–80; see also Hess 2007, pp. 43–80). While various questions surrounding Israelite religion(s) were left undecided, a consensus had been gradually established regarding the nature of Israelite cult practices, and especially on their spatial dimension. According to this consensus, Israelite cult was practiced in temples or shrines, i.e., houses built for cultic purposes in general and to house a deity in particular, and until Josiah’s reforms of the late seventh century BCE such structures existed in every Israelite city, town, and village (e.g., Holladay 1987; Zevit 2001; Schmitt 2014, and many more references below). While this consensus was based on a possible reading of the biblical data, it contradicted the archaeological information available, and a few years ago I challenged this consensus (Faust 2010), and demonstrated that Iron Age Israelite temples were a rare phenomenon, and that cult was usually practiced in more simple settings, and not in buildings erected especially for this purpose.



While this view was adopted by some (below), other scholars still repeat the older maxim (e.g., Schmitt 2014; Geller 2016, p. 312, and more below), and in this article, which is part of a general issue on Archaeology and Israelite Religion, I would like to update the main arguments raised in my original paper, and then to advance one step further and to offer a possible explanation for the Israelite practice of preferring simpler cultic settings, in contrast to most other ancient Near Eastern societies in which temples were common.1




2. Preliminary Notes on the Definition and Identification of Cultic Buildings


Before beginning the archaeological survey, I would like to briefly comment on the terminology used in reference to cultic buildings and on the mere identification of buildings as cultic in the first place.



2.1. Cultic Buildings, Temples, Shrines, and Sanctuaries


In the following I use the term “cultic building” in a comprehensive manner, and take it to refer to any structure that was built specifically for religious purposes.



Notably, scholars used various terminologies to describe cultic buildings and activities. Examples include Zevit (2001, pp. 123–24), which referred (among other terms) to “cult complex,” “cult center,” “temple,” “temple complex,” and “shrine”, Dever’s (e.g., Dever 2005, pp. 111, 135, 167) discussion of “local shrines,” “public open-air sanctuaries,” and “monumental temples”, and Schmitt’s (2014, partial list) “neighborhood shrine”, “village shrine”, “city temple”, “regional sanctuary”, and “supra-regional sanctuary” (see also Holladay 1987, and see especially 282, n. 1; Zwickel 1994, p. 9; Hess 2007, pp. 39, 312–314). While a sort of hierarchy seems to be inherent in all of these studies (and will be discussed below), and although most do have an internal consistency in their use of the various terms, there is clearly no systematic terminology across studies.



For our purposes, therefore, any building that was used specifically for cultic activities (see below, Section 2.2) will be included within the broad definition of a cultic building adopted here. Although the distinction between the various possible sub-types of cultic structures is not important for our purposes—and is not used in any consistent way throughout scholarship in any case2—for clarity I will use either the term “cultic structures” (or “buildings”) or “temples” (unless when quoting others).



It should also be noted that this paper will not systematically discuss expressions of religion within the household or finds that are interpreted as small cultic corners within buildings (see for example (Albertz and Schmitt 2012); and various papers in (Albertz et al. 2014), and references, and a few examples at the beginning of Section 5). Nor will I try to identify the biblical terms of those buildings (e.g., Smith 2002; Alpert Nakhai 2001; Zevit 2001; Haran 1981).




2.2. Identifying Cultic Buildings


Identifying cult in archaeology is notoriously difficult (cf., Flannery 1976, pp. 329–33). Various scholars, however, have offered explicit methods to overcome the difficulties of interpreting archaeological finds as indicating cult. The most famous and influential study on the identification of cultic sites is Renfrew’s (1985) study of the sanctuary at Phylakopi (see also Renfrew 1994; Renfrew and Bahn 2012, pp. 403–8; Levy 2006). Renfrew examined a number of traits which he viewed as indicative of cult, relating to settings, architecture and finds, for example, a setting or architecture that focuses attention or creates a boundary between this world and another one, or that exhibits evidence of participation and offerings to a deity.



Since in this article I do not intend to review and examine each and every cultic building identified in the past, it is important to note that some previous scholarship has explicitly attempted to follow Renfrew’s criteria, and this is especially true for some of the studies which were used to compile the “lists” of cultic buildings referred to below (e.g., Zevit 2001, pp. 82–83; Alpert Nakhai 2001, pp. 35–36; Hess 2007, pp. 37–39; Schmitt 2014, and others). Moreover, since the phenomenon addressed in this paper is very striking, little subtleties are not important, and unless the entire scholarly literature is completely useless, the pattern identified is extreme and requires an explanation. Thus, as problematic as some past studies are, it is clear that many of the buildings, at least, have enough traits to qualify them as “cultic.” Finally, the same (whether good, or loosely defined) criteria were applied to all structures discussed in this article, including those of the Bronze Age and the Iron Age, and any obvious differences in their distribution would therefore require an explanation.



In light of the above, I would like to suggest that the patterns that will be discussed below regarding the distribution and frequency of cultic buildings are valid, and are not a result of the application of different criteria to different societies or eras, or of inappropriate methods of identifying cultic buildings. Hence, despite the difficulties inherent in past scholarship, the existing “database” of cultic structures is valid for comparative purposes and for identifying patterns in the distribution, usage, and even existence of such structures. Thus, different patterns are significant and meaningful, and are clearly a result of past behavior and not of biased data collection or from differences in interpretation.





3. Israelite Places of Worship: The Consensus


The earliest attempts to study Israelite religion and to identify cultic buildings or temples on the basis of the archaeological finds were eclectic and derived from incidental finds (see, e.g., the assessment of Wright 1978, p. 149). Following the accumulation of archaeological discoveries of cultic buildings and mainly religious items, however, and in light of critical analysis of the biblical information on Israelite religion(s), many scholars have attempted to systematically reconstruct the location and manner in which Israelite religion(s) was practiced. As far as cultic buildings were concerned, there was a growing consensus regarding their place in the social landscape of Israelite Iron Age society, and in the late 20th and early 21st century it was agreed that there were various loci of cult, from the individual household, through villages, urban and regional temples, to even more central temples in the national capitals.



3.1. Typology of Israelite Cultic Buildings: The Emerging Consensus


We shall begin our survey with John Holladay’s (1987) highly influential article, “Religion in Israel and Judah under the Monarchy: An Explicitly Archaeological Approach.” Holladay identified various loci of cult, and created a typology of those buildings and spaces. He concluded which type of cult was typical of what setting (urban, regional, etc.) based on the characteristics of the structures he identified, and then extrapolated from these finds to the reality in Israel and Judah at large. He distinguished between “established” regional shrines and “state” temples on the one hand, and “non-conformist” shrines on the other. The term “non-conformist” shrine refers to buildings in which the cult practiced deviated from the state-sponsored religion. Holladay’s “typology” of cultic buildings suggests that the “established worship” was practiced at the town and the national level, as well as at the neighborhood level (Holladay 1987, pp. 267–68).



Other scholars followed, and although the typologies are not identical, the concept of central, regional, and local cultic centers at several levels is widely accepted. Thus, Richard Hess (2007, pp. 297–314) followed Holladay’s classification, at least in its general outlines, he refers to the existence of “local shrines” (p. 312), concluding that “[D]uring the later divided monarchy [eighth to sixth centuries BC] the high places continued as state-sponsored religious centers, while cult centers appeared at village sites, along trade routes, and in alternative nonconformist contexts” (p. 314). William Dever also viewed the evidence as indicative of a similar reality, and concluded that different temples were built in many locales (e.g., Dever 2005, p. 174, but see Dever 2017, and more below). Ziony Zevit (2001), in what is perhaps one of the most detailed attempt to reconstruct Israelite religions, scrutinized the archaeological (and non-archaeological) evidence, referring to various temples and cultic buildings, and also concluded that “the religion was practiced differently at home, village, sanctuary, urban temple, and extra-urban sanctuary” (2001, p. 265). Rudiger Schmitt’s (2014) recent typology is among the most detailed, and included, among other types or locales, also “neighborhood shrine”, “village shrine”, “city temple”, “regional sanctuary”, and “supra-regional sanctuary.” And Oded Borowski (2003, p. 54), in describing the daily life in biblical Israel, also wrote, “[…] it is safe to assume that every city and town had a cult center or a shrine” (see also p. 24). A reality in which cultic buildings are found throughout the landscape is also depicted by Beth Alpert Nakhai (2001, but see below) and S.A. Geller (2016, p. 312).



Many biblical scholars who discussed the cultic changes following the religious reforms of the late Iron Age also noted that local temples were prevalent before those reforms. Hence Hagedorn (2005, p. 204) refers to “(A)ll the local shrines which have previously been centers […]” Vogt (2006, pp. 44, 46) also speaks about the “local sanctuaries” that existed until the time of Josiah (see also (Albertz 1994, pp. 128, 206); for the multiplicity of such buildings, (see also Smith 2002, p. 161; McNutt 1999, pp. 176–78)).



Common to these studies and typologies is the conclusion that the Israelites built temples or cultic buildings in almost every locale, and that beyond the household cult, there were cultic structures in neighborhoods, villages, towns, and there were even regional cultic centers, and central temples in the national capitals. The following quote, regarding “the relationship between local and central sanctuaries,” reflects the consensus that “[…] during the whole monarchical period [until the time of Josiah. A.F.] both existed side by side” (Kessler 2008, p. 89).3




3.2. The Logic Behind the Typology


The above-mentioned studies meticulously studied the available archaeological evidence that could be, directly and indirectly, related to Israelite religion and cult. These scholars looked at every possible clue, in order to reconstruct every possible form of religious practice, and then extrapolated from the available information in order to understand Israelite religion(s) at large. All studies explicitly or implicitly agree that the fragmentary data uncovered is representative of a larger whole. William Dever (2005, pp. 170–75), for example, after discussing the temple at Arad, wrote, “(A)ll things considered, there is no reason to suppose that the Arad temple is unique or even exceptional. Rather it appears to be an example of what was probably a widespread phenomenon—local temples” (p. 175). Hess (2007, p. 303), in a similar vein, suggested that “[T]he sanctuary at Arad probably represents a regional center” (see also Hess 2007, p. 312), and Albertz (1994, p. 128) viewed it as a “regular temple complex,” and an example of “provincial sanctuaries” (see also Geller 2016, p. 332).



While these studies are exemplary in their detailed analysis of the archaeological evidence and in their interdisciplinary approach, in which the archaeological information is interpreted in light of the data available from a critical analysis of the textual sources, my 2010 article aimed to show that they are wrong, and what they viewed as “examples” are in reality exceptions.



The next sections, therefore, aim to show that a more archaeologically contextual approach to the available data indicates that the evidence used for extrapolation and which served as the basis for reconstructing Israelite cult places is the exception, rather than the rule. The emerging picture, therefore, is not representative; by multiplying the exceptions, we do not get a picture of the whole, but rather a distorted image, requiring a new approach to Israelite religion.





4. The Context: Non-Israelite Temples in the Bronze and Iron Ages


Below we will review the scarce evidence for cultic buildings in Iron II Israel and Judah, but in order to assess this data, I would first like to put it in perspective, and will therefore briefly examine the evidence from non-Israelite cult places. Reviewing the reality in other cultures of the Bronze and Iron Age Levant (cf., Greener, Steiner, Ben-Shlomo, and Tyson, all in this issue) will give us a background against which to examine and compare the situation in Israel and Judah.



Temples are ubiquitous in Bronze Age sites (e.g., Greener, this issue; see also Bunimovitz 2019). While a comprehensive discussion is beyond the scope of this article, the next section will briefly discuss a few periodical or topical case studies.



4.1. Late Bronze Age Temples


Although Late Bronze Age strata were unearthed at quite a few sites, the exposure of those levels is usually limited. This limited exposure is a result of a combination of factors, including the demographic decline which characterized the period and the fact that many sites either did not have Late Bronze Age occupation whatsoever, or that occupation from this period was relatively limited in scope (Gonen 1992b, pp. 216–17; Bunimovitz 1995, pp. 321–24; 2019; see also Greener, in this issue, and more below), as well as the fact that in most instances the Late Bronze layers were deep below the mound’s surface, and hence only limited exposure is possible. The number of Late Bronze Age dwellings that were excavated, for example, is limited (e.g., Gonen 1992b, p. 221), and this is of course a result of this limited exposure (more below). Still, despite the limited archaeological exposure, more than 20 Late Bronze Age temples were unearthed over the years throughout the country (for a general treatment, see Alpert Nakhai 2001, pp. 119–60; Hess 2007, pp. 125–40; Gonen 1992b, pp. 222–32; Mazar 1992a, pp. 169–83; Ottosson 1980; Wright 1985, pp. 218–23; Bunimovitz 2019; see also Greener, this issue). A selective list of temples includes Shechem, Hazor (apparently five temples), Megiddo, Lachish (at least two temples), Tel Mevorakh, Beth Shean, Timnah, Amman airport, Tel Kitan, Pella, Tel Nami, and probably also Tell Abu Hawam, Tell Abu Al-Kharaz, Tell Deir ‘Alla, Tell Safut, Kh. Umm ad-Dananir, and Shiloh. In addition, Nahariya, Tel Mor, Gezer, and perhaps even Mt. Gerizim (if they are dated to the early phase of the Late Bronze Age) might also be included in the list.4 A recent find from Tall el-’Umayri (Herr and Clark 2009, pp. 76–81) might supplement the list of Late Bronze Age temples.



The evidence, therefore, clearly shows that during the Late Bronze Age temples were common. There was apparently at least one temple in each settlement, including relatively small settlements, and in many cases there was even more than one such building at a settlement. Furthermore, quite a few temples were unearthed outside settlements (e.g., the Fosse Temple at Lachish and the Amman airport temple), providing additional evidence of the wide distribution of temples in this era.




4.2. Bronze Age Rural Temples


Due to the demographic decline of the Late Bronze Age, no examples of Late Bronze Age villages have been excavated to an extent that allows for any social analysis. However, the data from Middle Bronze Age villages are quite illustrative.



Six Middle Bronze Age villages were excavated or surveyed to an extent that allows some reconstruction of settlement planning and community organization, and they were discussed in detail in an attempt to reconstruct the communities that inhabited them (Faust 2005). The sites are Tell el-Hayyat (Falconer 1994, 1995), Tel Kitan (Eisenberg 1976, 1993b), Givat Sharet (near Beth-Shemesh) (Bahat 1975, 1993), Nahal Rephaim (Eisenberg 1993a), Manahat (Edelstein 1993), and probably Kfar Rupin (Gophna 1979). Interestingly, in all six sites, temples were unearthed. Sometimes the temples were large and dominated the settlement (Tell el-Hayyat and Tel Kitan), while in others the temples were relatively small (Nahal Rephaim, Manahat, and Givat Sharet). Still, despite differences between the sites, the existence of temples is characteristic, and in most cases the identification of the structures as temples seems well established. Clearly, temples are a typical feature of Middle Bronze Age villages.



This indicates that in the Bronze Age, temples were prevalent also in rural settings, and that there was probably a temple or cultic building in every Canaanite village (Faust 2005).




4.3. Iron Age Temples outside the Kingdoms of Israel and Judah


As part of the context in which we will evaluate the evidence from Israel and Judah, it is also worthwhile to examine the situation in other Iron Age polities and regions, outside the kingdoms of Israel and Judah.



Although the polities surrounding Israel and Judah were excavated to a much more limited extent than the latter, temples are a relatively frequent find in those regions. In Philistia (i.e., the Philistines cities and their periphery, including, probably, Canaanite settlements; see also Ben Shlomo in this issue), for example, series of Iron Age temples were found at Tel Qasile (Mazar 1980), Ekron/Miqne (Dothan 2003; Gitin 2003), and another one was unearthed at Nahal Patish (Nahshoni 2009a; 2009b). Recently, a temple was also reported at Tell es-Safi/Gath (see, e.g., Dagan et al. 2018). It is likely that a temple existed also in Yavneh, but since only the favissa was excavated, and not the actual structure, we cannot discuss it here (Kletter et al. 2010, 2013, regardless of the ethnicity of the inhabitants).5 Temples therefore seem to be a typical feature in sites in Philistia and its surroundings. Notably, Ekron, and Gath are the only sites of the above-mentioned four sites that existed in the Iron II, and are therefore the only ones which yielded also Iron II temples (Iron I temples were unearthed in three of the sites).



Although excavations in Moab are extremely limited, a cultic building was recently found at Khirbat al-Mudayna (Daviau and Steiner 2000), and another at Ataruz (Ji 2012). Another late Iron Age temple was discovered in Tell Damiya (Petit and Kafafi 2016), whose population was most likely Canaanite, and another in Rujm al Kursi in Ammon (for a recent overview, see Steiner, Tyson, in this issue).



Cultic structures were also found outside settlements, such as at Wadi Thamad site 13 in Moab (Daviau 2006), at Kh. Qitmit in the Negev (Beit Arieh 1991, 1995) and also just outside the fort of ‘En Hazeva in the Aravah (Cohen and Yisrael 1995, pp. 224–28). Whether those structures should be associated with the Edomites (e.g., Beit Arieh 1991, 1995; for Qitmit) or any other group is of less importance (we tend to associate the phenomenon with the Arabian trade), and it is clear that the relevant group(s) in the southern parts of Israel and Jordan built special structures for cultic purposes.



Temples are also known in the Iron Age polities to the north of Israel and Judah. Despite the limited exposure, Iron II temples were unearthed in various sites in the Aramean states to the north, e.g., at Tell Tayinat, ‘Ain Dara, Aleppo, and Hama (Akkermans and Schwartz 2003, pp. 370–75, and references). The same is true for the Phoenician cities—while excavations are extremely limited in number and scope, Iron Age Phoenician cultic buildings were exposed at Sarepta, Tell Sukas, Tell Arqa, and probably at Kition (e.g., Markoe 2000, pp. 125–29).6



Although most of these regions were only sparsely excavated when compared to the situation in the kingdoms of Israel and Judah, the finds there include many temples, which seem to be a common feature there.





5. Temples in Iron II Israel and Judah


Despite the large number of excavations of Iron Age II levels in Israel and Judah, and the large overall exposure of many sites, and notwithstanding the great academic interest in Israelite religion, hardly any temples or buildings devoted to cultic purposes were unearthed in the kingdoms of Israel and Judah. One can scrutinize the list of cultic structures supplied by various scholars, but to no avail. Most of the Iron II cult places are caves or cultic corners or rooms within structures (and the mere cultic nature of many is doubted). Thus, the finds in Lachish (Aharoni 1975), Megiddo (Zevit 2001, pp. 219–31 and references), Tell el-Farah (N) (Zevit 2001, pp. 238–41 and references), and more, are just cultic rooms or corners, i.e., rooms (or even parts thereof) that were used for cultic purposes, each located within a larger, non-religion complex. These are clearly not temples, and while they were used in the past to show that cult was widespread (by scholars who accepted the “consensus”, see above), there was never real justification to call them temples or cultic buildings.



The only “real”, secure temple excavated in the two polities is the one at Arad (Aharoni 1993; Herzog 1997, and references; Figure 1), and it appears that another one was discovered recently in Moza (e.g., Kisilevitz 2015). The complex at Dan might also be included (Biran 1994, pp. 159–233; Figure 2), although the identification of the latter is probably dependent on the biblical text.



The scarcity of finds is well known. Amihai Mazar (1992a), in an article on the temples of the Bronze and Iron Ages, devotes a lengthy discussion to the many temples of the second millennium BCE (pp. 161–83), and then notes the paucity of evidence for temples in the Iron II (p. 183): “(W)hereas finds from the Late Bronze Age are abundant, only a small number of sacred structures from the Iron Age II (tenth-sixth centuries B.C.) have been uncovered in Israel. These buildings are diversified in form and each of them is problematic” (p. 183; emphasis added). The only two examples of excavated Iron Age II temples cited by Mazar (published before the recent excavations in Moza) are indeed the temple at Arad and the complex at Dan (Mazar 1992a, pp. 184–86; see also Niditch 1997, p. 19).



Other scholars, moreover, include only the temple at Arad in the list of excavated Israelite temples (e.g., Ottosson 1980, p. 108; see also Fritz 1995, p. 147; Wright 1985, pp. 214, 252; Dever 2005, p. 170). The scarcity of temples is also expressed, indirectly, by Gabriel Barkay (1992) in his chapter on the Iron Age II in The Archaeology of Ancient Israel (Ben-Tor 1992); although this is the largest chapter in the book (and rightly so, given the large exposure of levels from this period), it does not even include a section or heading on temples and cultic structures, in stark contrast to chapters on earlier epochs (for example, Gonen 1992b, pp. 222–32; Kempinski 1992, pp. 174–75, 196–97).



Many of the above-quoted scholars who discussed Israelite religion(s) were of course aware of the paucity of the evidence, and Dever (2005, p. 170) explicitly wrote that “(T)he only known full-fledged Israelite temple of the monarchic period is the one excavated at Arad […]” (see also Dever 1983, p. 573). And Zevit admitted (Zevit 2001, p. 124) “(B)y quirk of fate, the clearest incontrovertible examples of cult sites relative to the religion of Israelites come from excavations at sites belonging to Israel’s Iron Age neighbors […]“ (see also Wright 1985, pp. 248–249; Fritz 1995, p. 145).



It is important to note we are not suggesting that the temples at Arad and perhaps Moza (along with the probable one at Dan) were the only cultic building(s) that existed in Iron Age II Israel and Judah—it is quite clear that there was one in Jerusalem, for example, and one can assume that there were a few more (either of the few mentioned by name in the Bible, like Bethel, or some that were not mentioned) which were not yet discovered—but the evidence suggests that such buildings were a rare phenomenon, much rarer than in the Bronze Age or in the surrounding Iron Age polities. While a more quantitative assessment will be presented below, I would first like to review the detailed information available from a series of urban and rural settings in the kingdoms of Israel and Judah, in order to demonstrate that should temples be prevalent, they were indeed expected to be found.



5.1. Urban Iron Age II Israelite Settlement


Iron II levels were exposed in dozens of sites in the Kingdoms of Israel and Judah, sometimes extensively so. Still, as noted above, practically no temples were found in archaeological excavations in these settings. For example, the site at Beth-Shemesh was excavated almost entirely by three expeditions (Bunimovitz and Lederman 2009; and additional references), but no temple was found. At Tell en-Nasbeh (biblical Mizpah), too, almost the entire Iron Age II city was exposed (Zorn 1993a, 1993b; and references; Figure 3), but no temples were found. The situation in Tell Beit-Mirsim is similar (Albright 1943, 1993; although its exposure was less massive). Large areas were excavated also in Beersheba (e.g., Herzog and Singer-Avitz 2016), but despite the search, no such temple was found (a dismantled horned altar was discovered, but no cultic building, and contrary to some assumptions, an altar did not have to belong to a temple). It should be noted that the excavation of Iron II levels at other sites—e.g., Megiddo, Hazor, and Tell el-Fara’h (N)—also greatly exceed most of the Late Bronze Age settlements, but no Iron II cultic buildings were unearthed there too. The contrast with the scarcely excavated Late Bronze Age towns is clear.




5.2. Rural Temples and Israelite Settlements


A number of Israelite Iron II villages were also widely exposed (e.g., Faust 2000), especially at Kh. Jemein (Dar 1986; Figure 4) and Beit Arye (Riklin 1997) that were excavated in their entirety, as well as Kh. Jarish (Amit 1989–1990), and others. Still, despite the fact that this exposure was larger than that of the Bronze Age villages described above, and notwithstanding the eagerness of archaeologists to find evidence for Israelite cult, no temples were found. The contrast with the Middle Bronze Age villages described above is striking.




5.3. The Fate of Older Canaanite Temples in Israelite Controlled Areas


An additional evidence for the scarcity of temples in the kingdoms of Israel and Judah comes from the fate of existing Iron I Canaanite temples once they were incorporated within Israelite territories. Indeed, the transformation in the function of locales which for centuries served for sacred purposes is most revealing. Ottosson (1980, p. 106), for example, writes, “(A)t sites such as Megiddo, Hazor, and Shechem, where clearly delimited temple areas could be excavated, however, the cultic tradition vanishes completely during the Iron Age” (see also Halpern 2000, p. 559). At Megiddo the change is most noticeable, and with the destruction of Megiddo VI in the early 10th century, the millennia long cultic tradition came to an end, and no temple stood any more in what used to be Megiddo’s sacred precinct. At Shechem, the Canaanite Fortress Temple (strata XVI–XV), was destroyed already at some point during the Iron Age I and never rebuilt in the later, probably Israelite phases (Stager 1999, and references). At Hazor, too, although the Late Bronze Age city boasted a number of temples (above), no temples were unearthed in the small Iron II city that was built in the 10th century BCE. Even more striking is the fact that the area of one the Canaanite cultic complex, located within the smaller Iron Age city, was left as an unbuilt, empty area—as Sandhaus (2013, p. 111) wrote: “The Israelite city developed around these ruins and always avoided building on top of them, possibly as a result of some sort of building ban on this location.” Cessation in cultic activity in the Iron II can also be seen in Tel Qasile and Beth-Shean. In the former, the temple area grew and developed in the course of strata XII–X, but only scant remains were found after the stratum X temple was devastated, indicating at most some ephemeral use in the area after it was most likely incorporated with the Israelite polity (for the scanty remains, see Mazar 1980, pp. 50–53; 2009b, p. 327). And at Beth-Shean (according to Mazar’s interpretation, e.g., Mazar 2006, pp. 34–35; 2009a, pp. 27–28), too, the earlier temples ceased to exist in the Iron Age IIA, apparently when the site was incorporated within the Israelite state.



Clearly, other than at Arad, probably Moza, and perhaps also Dan (along with Jerusalem, which is known from literary sources7), no temples are known from Iron Age II Israel and Judah. Given the contextual data from other epochs or polities this is striking, and in the following section we will attempt to show how extreme the rarity of temples in Israel and Judah is.





6. Israelite Temples in Context: A Quantified Analysis


Since, as we have seen above, Iron Age II levels were exposed to a much greater extent than those of the Late Bronze Age, if Iron II temples were as prevalent as those of the Late Bronze Age, then many dozens of Iron II temples should have been found.



This is a result of a number of factors (presented at length in Faust 2010; see also Faust and Safrai 2015, and therefore only presented briefly here).



First, the Iron II was a much more densely populated period, with a much higher population than the Late Bronze Age; common estimates are in the scale of 8:1.8 Although the numbers can be contested, the general trends are safe (as the various studies used the same methods and coefficients).9



The difference can be seen not only in the estimated population, but also in the number of excavated sites. The New Encyclopedia of Archaeological Excavations in the Holy Land (NEAEHL; Stern 1993) and the salvage excavations databases (e.g., Faust and Safrai 2005, 2015) serve as a general guide (the latter covers only Cisjordan, and while the former includes also a few sites in Transjordan, those were not counted).10 The number of sites in the NEAEHL (which is biased toward large sites and mounds) in which settlement remains from the Late Bronze Age were found is only 87, while the number of the Iron II settlements is 158. When the salvage excavations database (biased toward small, rural sites) is examined, the difference is even larger. While only 45 Late Bronze Age settlement sites might be inferred, the number of the Iron II sites is 136.11 The above shows that the Iron II was far more populated than the Late Bronze Age, and that sites from the Iron Age II were excavated to a much larger extent than those of the Late Bronze Age. Hence, more remains of all types (including cultic buildings) are expected to have been found in those Iron II levels, should they have been present there in the same frequency.



Furthermore, the above reveals only part of the gap between the two periods, since it takes into account only the number of sites and not the extent of exposure of the different strata. Many Iron II levels, which are typically the upper levels in most ancient mounds, were exposed to a large extent (as noted above), while no Late Bronze Age sites were excavated to such a degree. And since the former were usually also larger, this means that the actual difference in exposure is much larger than that revealed by looking only at the number of sites.



The number of Late Bronze Age versus Iron Age dwellings unearthed can serve as a good example of this gap. Gonen (1992b, p. 221), for example, had already noted the scarcity of excavated dwellings from the Late Bronze Age. Daviau scrutinized the evidence for excavated structures from the Late Bronze Age (Daviau 1993, pp. 219–436), and while she concluded that the data on many of the structures was insufficient for her purposes, her study gives an idea as to the number of complete structures that were exposed. A generous counting of complete houses will arrive at no more than 45 Late Bronze Age buildings throughout the country (including structures which Daviau did not study in detail due to the lack of data on the finds unearthed). Since the above was a generous estimate, it is safe to assume that enlarging the number to 50 Late Bronze Age dwellings will be the maximal figure possible.12



As far as the Iron Age II is concerned, however, well over 20013 Iron II dwellings were exposed in Israel and Judah. We believe that if the evidence will be thoroughly examined then the number will be larger, especially if the non-Israelites regions (e.g., the coast and the northern valleys) will also be taken into account. To err on the side of caution, let us compare the high figure of 50 Late Bronze Age dwellings, and the low estimate of 200 Iron II dwellings. If these figures are taken as a rough guide to the areas that were exposed in both periods, we should expect to find four times more Iron II finds than similar finds from the Late Bronze Age, should their relative frequency be similar. Therefore, if finds were random, we should expect Iron II temples to be more numerous at least by a factor of four than those of the Late Bronze Age. Since at least 20 Late Bronze Age temples were unearthed, then no less than some 80 Iron Age temples would have been found, if they were as frequent in this period as in the Late Bronze Age. Since this is not the case, and unequivocal Iron Age temples were found only at Arad, probably Moza, and perhaps also at Dan, it is clear that the finds are not random, and the difference is remarkable and requires an explanation.



The same is true when comparing the Iron Age II finds in Israel and Judah with their neighbors. Given the extensive exposure of so many sites in Judah and Israel, the absence of temples is striking, especially when compared to Philistia, Phoenicia, Moab, and other nearby regions (above). While the dearth of information from most regions makes a comparison very tricky, the situation in Philistia, where the number of excavations is known, enables it. Iron II temples were uncovered at Ekron and Gath (above).14 Two temples might seems a small figure, but when taking into account that only four Iron II sites which are clearly Philistine were excavated to any extent (in addition to Ekron and Gath, also Ashdod and Ashkelon), and that in all four only a small fraction of their area was exposed, then one must conclude that temples were common in Iron II Philistine sites. Given the above, it is likely that a few temples existed in every Philistine city. Hence, the contrast between the situation in non-Israelite sites (Philistine and others alike) and in the Israelite ones is striking.



The Rarity of Israelite Temples: A Summary and an Update


The survey of non-Israelite cultic structures in the Bronze and Iron Age puts the archeological finds in the Kingdoms of Israel and Judah in their proper context. The archaeological evidence discussed by previous studies on Israelite religion(s) might indeed relate to cult, but as far as cultic structures (like Arad) are concerned, those are rare exceptions rather than the rule. As a whole, and despite the wide exposure, “real” temples are practically missing in the archaeological record of Iron Age II Israel and Judah. There was no “city temple,” “village temple,” or “neighborhood temple” in those polities, and there were no regional cultic centers spread across the landscape—at least not identifiable special buildings that were built for this purpose!



Clearly, the lack of cultic buildings is an important feature of Israelite religion. This stands in stark contrast to the way the Canaanite religions were practiced in the Bronze Age, and also to the religious practices in other Iron Age polities (and to some extent even by non-Israelites in the kingdoms of Israel and Judah; cf., Faust 2012, pp. 242–43), but appears to be a key to understanding Israelite religious practices.



I first published this conclusion in 2010, and while the initial publication did not draw much explicit discussion, it appears that the observation that Israelite temples were a rare phenomenon and that Israelite cult was mostly practiced in simpler settings is gradually getting wider attention, and is now accepted by various authorities who study Israelite religion.15 William Dever (2017, p. 503), for example noted recently that “For the majority of people, even in urban centers, religious beliefs and practices were focused on family rituals” (see also p. 497), and Carol Meyers (2017, p. 11), stated that “[…] it should be emphasized that household rituals were the major and often only kind of ritual activity experienced by most Israelites. Large temple complexes were rare in ancient Israel, in contrast to surrounding areas.” Zev Farber (2018, p. 441), in his recent overview of the religion of Judah in the 8th century BCE summarized that “In short, for the most part, Israelites and Judahites did not built temples.” And Alpert Nakhai (2015, p. 93) noted that worship “was decentralised and locally-based, in contrast to the better-known components of worship, the formal temples that served the monarchy and other elites” (see also Houston 2013, p. 152; Ortiz 2018, p. 24). Clearly, the lack of built temples is a unique characteristic of Israelite religion, and this must be addressed and analyzed.





7. Why Was the Pattern Not Identified


If temples are indeed so rare, why was this pattern not identified a long time ago? While this question is only of secondary importance of course, it is still intriguing—how could such a clear pattern be missed?



It seems that a combination of factors led to the fact that the obvious pattern was not identified, at least not explicitly.



First of all, it appears as if biblical data and interpretations were influencing previous scholarship, and many scholars attempted to reconstruct a religion which was to a large extent expected on the basis of the interpretation of the texts. As noted, Israelite religion was a focus of intensive research, and hence prior knowledge influenced research questions and agendas; if to be more specific, scholars “knew” that the Israelite religion was practiced all over the country until Josiah’s reforms, and therefore reconstructed such a religion (or religions).16 The following quote illustrates how biblical-driven conceptions shaped historical reconstructions, “(A)t the end of the monarchy in Judah the relationship between local and central sanctuaries was reversed. While in the pre-state period there were only local sanctuaries, and during the whole monarchical period both existed side by side, under Josiah at the end of the seventh century the local sanctuaries were closed and the cult was centralized in Jerusalem” (Kessler 2008, p. 89; see also Hagedorn 2005, p. 204; Vogt 2006, pp. 44, 46).



Since the existence of such “local” temples was simply assumed, and with the absence of sufficient “examples” from the Iron Age, scholarship drifted to two solutions to illustrate the cultic landscape of Israel and Judah until the time of Josiah:

	(1)

	
Scholars used the data about the distribution of Bronze Age Canaanite temples, assuming (usually implicitly) that it was similar, to reconstruct an Iron Age cultic landscape that is full with cultic buildings.17




	(2)

	
The few exceptional Iron Age cultic buildings in Israel and Judah were explicitly regarded as representative, and were used to complement the picture that was drawn on the basis of hypothesis derived from the Bible and, as noted above (#1), on the cultic landscape of the Bronze Age (and that of other Iron Age polities) (e.g., Zevit 2001, p. 124; Dever 2005, p. 170; Geller 2016, p. 312; see also Wright 1985, pp. 248–49; Fritz 1995, p. 145, and see above).









While such an integrative methodology, which incorporates updated archaeological data with critical textual analysis, is usually the right approach, it has its risks. It appears that in this case, the biblical-driven expectations led (1) to a strong will to look for evidence for cult in general and cultic structures in particular (and it also encouraged the interpretation of finds as cultic, even when the evidence was dubious), and (2) to extrapolate from the finds, i.e., to use the data that was unearthed as an example of what must have been the reality elsewhere. This is of course the right procedure when the finds are representative, but this does not seem to be the case here, and the unique exceptions which required explanations were treated as representative examples of Israelite cult-places.



To this we can add another factor that contributed to the fact that this pattern was not addressed, and the influence of biblical scholarship and the situation in other Near Eastern societies of the Bronze and Iron Ages is exacerbated by the tendency of archaeologists to explain the evidence unearthed and, with a large degree of justification, to ignore “things” that were not found. As noted by Lamberg-Karlovsky (1985, p. 23), archaeologists are “burdened by their occupational hazard with a materialist bias.” This is the reason why we (as archaeologists) usually tend to explain what there is, and ignore what there isn’t. The study of Iron Age burials (to be discussed at some length below) can serve as another example. Hardly any Iron Age I (and early Iron Age II) burials were unearthed in Israel and Judah, but although this was “known” (e.g., Tappy 1995, pp. 65–66; Ilan 1997a, p. 385; 1997b, p. 220), the pattern was not systematically addressed until recently (Kletter 2002; Faust 2004). Studies of Iron Age burial practices concentrated (quite naturally) on the famous Judahite tombs of the late Iron Age and on the few tombs from the earlier phases of the period, and the “absence” of the finds during most of the period was not systematically dealt with. In this case, the few early tombs that were unearthed were discussed, and the degree of continuity between them and those of the preceding and succeeding periods was analyzed, but the most important element—that most of the population was not buried in such tombs—was usually not even mentioned until recently, let alone explained. It seems that after well over 100 years of extensive archaeological research in ancient Israel, we cannot ignore elements that were supposed to be found, but were not, and the absence or rarity of finds—temples in this case—must be acknowledged.18




8. Why Were Temples Not an Integral Part of Israelite Cult?


Identifying the pattern, and noting that Israelites cult was not commonly practiced in temples, is the most important observation, and it has significant implications for the study of ancient Israelite religious practices.



This observations, however, naturally leads to two new questions: (1) why were temples not an integral part of Israelite cultic practices? and (2) how was Israelite cult practiced?



The second question will be dealt with in a separate article, and in the remainder of this paper I would like to offer an initial, even if probably only partial, answer to the first question: Why was Israelite cult practiced differently than other ancient Near Eastern religions?



It appears that one possible answer is that this was probably a result of Israelite ethos and worldviews. For reasons to be recapitulated below, it was suggested by many that Israelite society had an ethos of “simplicity” and “egalitarianism”, and that many overt signs of hierarchy and power were not viewed favorably. The existence of temples, and of temple personnel (i.e., official priests), transmit a clear message of hierarchy and social differentiation, and their lack (or rarity) is therefore suitable for a society that does not view signs of hierarchy positively. While it is possible that this ethos, evidence for whose existence will be presently discussed, is one of the causes for the scarcity of temples, it is important to emphasize that it is possible that other causes were perhaps directly related to Israelite religion religious practices. While a detailed discussion of Israelite religion is beyond the scope of this paper, it must be stressed that even if the rarity of temples had deeper, religious, causes, than the discussed ethos made this phenomenon socially acceptable, despite its being unique in the socio-cultural landscape of the ancient Near East.



8.1. Israelite Ethos of Simplicity and Egalitarianism


Many studies, on the basis of various considerations, textual and material alike, concluded that an ethos of egalitarianism and simplicity existed in Israelite society. Before focusing on the material evidence for this ethos, which is our main concern here, I should note that that many biblical scholars and historians, on the basis of various texts, claimed that Israelite society had such an ideology (e.g., Lods 1932; Wolf 1947; Albright 1961, p. 119; Mendenhall 1962; Kelso 1968, p. 48; Speiser 1971; Gordis 1971, pp. 45–60; Humphrey 1978; Gottwald 1979; Lenski 1980; Cross 1988; Berman 2008; Shapira 2009).19 While the texts are problematic sources, and each interpretation is met with counter-interpretations, the plethora of evidence for this ethos in so many biblical genres cannot be easily dismissed. Moreover, the ancient Israelites’ material culture, which seems more straightforward, clearly support the existence of such an ethos. In the section below I would therefore like to present some of the material patterns that expose this ethos (for a more extensive discussion, see Faust forthcoming).



Before outlining the evidence, however, it must be stressed that we are not discussing an egalitarian society—such societies do not exist—but a society that has an ethos of egalitarianism. In such a society, many overt signs of hierarchy are not accepted, but others might be found, along with evidence for real stratification (see (Faust 2004, 2011, 2013), and many references; cf., (Parker Pearson 1982). Even pre-monarchic Israel had various form of leadership (like the elders), and this is clearly true for the stratified Iron II society, which had a full spectrum of hierarchy, from kings, though administrators, to the local elders (e.g., Reviv 1989; Faust 2012, and references). As we will see, the discussed ethos coexisted with actual stratification, and while not negating it, it did limited some expressions of hierarchy (while allowing others, cf., Stein 1994; Blanton 1998; Faust forthcoming).



8.1.1. Lack of Royal Inscriptions


A phenomenon that was acknowledged but only little discussed in the past is the lack of royal inscriptions in the kingdoms of Israel and Judah. We have noted that the territories of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah were excavated to a much larger extent than any other polity in the region, and have indeed yielded much larger quantities of finds of various sorts. Thus, Israel and Judah produced more ostraca than any other state in the region (e.g., Ahituv 1992). When one examines the quantity of royal inscriptions, however, the situation changes dramatically. Although not abundant in any polity, all polities in the region yielded such inscriptions (e.g., Gitin et al. 1997; Biran and Naveh 1993, 1995; McCarter 1996, pp. 84–96, and many others), with the exception of Israel and Judah (e.g., Na’aman 2002, p. 94; Hallo 2003, pp. xxiii–xxvi; Rendsburg 2007).20 We are witnessing a strange pattern, in which the polities that were excavated much more intensively than all the others, and whose finds are much more numerous, are lacking royal inscriptions.21



This pattern cannot be an accident, as the large number of excavations indicates. I believe that in accordance with the other traits discussed in this section, the Israelite society did not generally approve of this genre (see also Stein 1994; Blanton 1998, p. 162 for a similar interpretation in a different context).22




8.1.2. Tradition of Not Decorating Pottery


It is well known that the Iron Age (both Iron I and II) highland pottery in particular, and the pottery in the kingdoms of Israel and Judah in general, was non-decorated (e.g., Dever 1995, p. 205; Mazar 1992b, p. 290; Bloch-Smith and Alpert Nakhai 1999, p. 76).23 While practiced already in the Iron Age I, this is much more noticeable in the Iron Age II, when many of the nearby polities/cultures did use decorated pottery, sometimes extensively (Faust 2006a, pp. 41–48; 2013). Decoration on pottery is used to convey messages of various sorts (David et al. 1988; Faust 2006a, with additional references), and the lack of any decoration is a very suitable channel not only of a message of difference from other societies, but also of egalitarianism and simplicity. Many scholars referenced the lack of decoration as a characteristic of Israelite pottery (e.g., Dever 1995, p. 205; Mazar 1992b, p. 290; Bloch-Smith and Alpert Nakhai 1999, p. 76), so the mere phenomenon does not need a detailed discussion, and I will exemplify it with Building 101 at Tel ‘Eton. This residency, destroyed by the Assyrian army in the late 8th century BCE, was some 225 m2 large (on the ground floor), and ashlar stones were embedded in the structure’s corners and doorways (e.g., Faust et al. 2017). The wealth of the inhabitants was expressed also in the finds within the structure, which included some 200 complete pottery vessels, including dozens of storage jars, many of which were discovered with their content, clearly indicating that large quantities of surpluses were stored in this large dwelling. Remains of cedar, imported from Lebanon, and the composition of the faunal assemblage, are also indicative of the inhabitant’s wealth. Still, not a single vessel, out of some 200 pottery vessels uncovered in it, was decorated! This clearly exemplifies the phenomenon discussed here (and we will return to this example below).



What could be the explanation for the phenomenon? While a full discussion of style is beyond the scope of the present paper (e.g., Wiessner 1990; David et al. 1988; Faust 2002), suffice it here to refer, as an illuminative example, to an interesting parallel. A similar phenomenon of lack of decoration, though in a completely different time and place, was observed by Ivor Noel-Hume (1974, p. 108). He noticed that the earliest English delftware (in London) was usually elaborately decorated, but after the civil war potters began to produce undecorated plain vessels. Only after the restoration in 1660 did decorated pottery become popular again. Deetz (1996, p. 81) summarized this trend: “Puritan attitudes toward decoration of everyday objects might have had an effect on the delftware industry in the London area in the form of a reduction of the amount of decorated pottery before the Restoration.” Deetz (1996, pp. 81–82), furthermore, attributes the lack of decoration on various artifacts in Anglo-America to Puritan attitudes. It seems to me that the situation in Iron Age Israel was somewhat similar, and that we are witnessing a process in which an ethos, even if of a different type, is responsible for the ‘simple’ pottery and for the lack of decoration.24




8.1.3. Avoidance of Imported Pottery


Another well-known Israelite trait is the rarity of imported pottery (e.g., Dever 1995, p. 204; Bloch-Smith and Alpert Nakhai 1999, p. 76; Faust 2006a, 2006b, 2013). Obviously, this trait is much more significant in the Iron II, following the resumption of trade in the eastern Mediterranean, but is manifested in the Iron Age I by the almost total absence of Philistine pottery in the highlands. Indeed, imported pottery is extremely rare, and is often missing altogether, in Israelite sites, despite extensive evidence for trade in the very same sites (as was suggested in the past for various sites and regions, for example the Beersheba-Arad valleys in the seventh century BCE; Faust 2006a, pp. 49–64; 2006b; see also Lipschitz and Biger 1991). I will exemplify this phenomenon, again, with Building 101 at Tel ‘Eton. Although cedars were discovered in the building, indicating wealth and participation in international trade, and despite additional evidence for wealth (above; see also Faust et al. 2017), not even one out of the nearly 200 complete pottery vessels unearthed in the building was imported. The rarity of imported pottery seems to reflect the same ethos of simplicity.




8.1.4. The Lack (or Extreme Rarity) of Burials


As already noted, hardly any Iron Age burials are known in the highlands prior to the 8th century BCE, an issue discussed at length by Kletter (2002) and myself (Faust 2004; see also Tappy 1995, pp. 65–66; Ilan 1997a, p. 385; 1997b, p. 220; Barkay 1994, p. 160, note 211; Dever 2003; Suriano 2018, pp. 59–60). This stands in sharp contrast to the Late Bronze Age in all parts of the country (highlands and lowlands; e.g., Gonen 1992a; Gonen 1992b, pp. 240–45), and to the Iron Age I in the lowlands (Bloch-Smith 1992; Kletter 2002; see also Lehmann and Varoner 2018). Tombs and burials could form an important channel for the transmission of messages of social difference and status, and they clearly served this purpose in the Late Bronze Age (e.g., Bunimovitz 1995, p. 326). While there was a variety of burials in Late Bronze Age Canaan, which could result from several reasons of which social hierarchy is but one, the Iron I lacks even the “multiple cave burials” that characterized the highland throughout most of the second millennium BCE (Gonen 1992b, p. 245), therefore breaking a continuity that prevailed through wide segments of Canaanite society for almost 800 years (Bunimovitz 1995, p. 331). Even if a few Iron I burials are identified in the highlands (Bloch-Smith 2004; see also Livingstone 2002), the general pattern is striking: during the Late Bronze Age the highlands were only sparsely settled but many tombs are known (Gonen 1992a; 1992b, p. 240–45; Eisenstadt et al. 2004; Peleg and Eisenstadt 2004; Peleg 2004), while during most of the Iron Age the area was filled with settlements, but such burials are practically absent (until the appearance of the Judahite tomb in the late 8th century BCE; Faust and Bunimovitz 2008, and many references). This means that in the kingdoms of Israel the tradition of burying only in simple inhumations prevailed until the destruction of the kingdom in the 8th century BCE. Notably, the egalitarian ethos was maintained even in the Judahite tomb, by the equal treatment accorded to all the dead (e.g., Barkay 1999, p. 97).25



Clearly, most individuals during this period were buried in simple inhumations (Faust 2004), but the lack of any observable burials is a clear reflection of an egalitarian ideology (not reality!), and exhibits a sharp contrast to Late Bronze Age Canaanite traditions. As burials have an important social role, they are a chief vehicle through which such an ideology can be expressed and channeled.26




8.1.5. The Four-Room House


As claimed elsewhere (Bunimovitz and Faust 2002, 2003; Faust and Bunimovitz 2003, 2014), an egalitarian ideology is reflected in the plan of the four-room house. This can be seen most clearly in an analysis of movement within this house. The four-room plan enables easy access to every room, and is lacking any hierarchy in the structuring of the rooms; unlike other dwellings (cf., Gilboa et al. 2014), there are hardly any movement restrictions, and once in the central room, one can go directly to the desired space. Again, this seems to reflect an ideology of egalitarianism.





8.2. Israel’s Ethos and Israelite Temples


This is not the place to discuss any of these traits in details, as each of them deserves an article of its own (see also Faust 2004, 2006a, 2011; Faust and Bunimovitz 2014), but the important thing is that they all attest to the same phenomenon—that the Israelite population had an ideology of simplicity and egalitarianism (such accordance between various facets of culture is expected; see Deetz 1996; David et al. 1988, p. 378; Hodder and Hutson 2003). Thus, while society was stratified, the ideology influenced behavior in many ways that are reflected in the finds. No society is truly egalitarian, and the Israelite society was clearly not, especially during the Iron Age II (the period of the Monarchy). The ideology, however, influenced many traits, as we have seen here, and although reality was different and stratification can clearly be seen in many settlements (even if not in all, and see detailed discussion in Faust 2012), the ethos had a major influence on Israel’s material culture and the extreme rarity of temples was possibly one of them. As noted above, it is possible that rarity of temples should also be examined within a more religious context, and while this question is beyond the scope of the present paper it is clear that the discussed ethos at least enabled the Israelite society accept the scarcity of temples, although it run counter to the practice in most other ancient Near Eastern societies.



While the ethos had earlier “origins” (Faust 2015), it was adopted as a major factor in Israel’s self-identification in the Iron I, when society was fairly simple and the ethos was more in line with reality (although society was not egalitarian even at this time). Still, the ethos continued to be a dominant feature in Israel’s self-perception also in the Iron II, and although society became more and more stratified, various material traits betray the existence of this ethos. The rarity of temples was just another reflection of this ideology, and we should attempt to understand the “local” reasons for the existence of each of the few temples that did exist, rather than assume that they are representatives. It is likely that the mere existence of this ethos made it easier, at a later stage, for society to accept the idea of a centralized cult. For our purpose, sufficient it is to note that it is likely that the ideology of egalitarianism and simplicity was one of the reasons for the scarcity of temples in Iron II Israel and Judah or, in the least, it allowed its wide-scale acceptance.





9. Summary and Conclusions


Temples have an important role in many periods and societies, and are therefore abundant in many cultures, dominating the cultural and even the built landscape of many regions. Still, despite the exposure of large areas—sometimes almost complete settlements—hardly any Iron II Israelite buildings devoted to cultic activity were unearthed by archaeologists.



Given the many excavations and the large exposure of Iron II settlements in Israel and Judah—exposure that greatly exceeds that of other periods and regions—this rarity seems to be a significant aspect of Israelite religion. No matter how the Israelites practiced their religion, the archaeological evidence suggests that it was not usually performed in temples or buildings erected for cultic purposes. The observation that in the kingdoms of Israel and Judah built temples were rare is an important step in understanding the religious practices within those polities.



It is possible that the causes for the rarity of temples are connected to the Israelite ethos of simplicity and egalitarianism and the associated worldviews. But even if other reasons are responsible for the phenomenon, the discussed ethos is at least responsible for the acceptance of this unique type of religious expression among the Israelites. This ideology is expressed in a variety of texts, as well as in the lack (or, in the likely event that such will be discovered, in the extreme rarity) of royal inscriptions, in the extreme rarity of decoration on pottery vessels, in the extreme rarity of imported pottery, in the spatial configuration of the four-room house, and more. It is not surprising that temples, whose mere existence contradict this ideology, are also extremely rare, in accordance with this ethos. One way or the other, we must acknowledge that unlike its neighbors, Israelite cult was only rarely practiced in temples. The next step should be to study the settings in which the cult was actually practiced, both within the household (a topic that does receive some scholarly attention) and outside of it.
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	1
	
Identifying sites as Israelites is not always straightforward, and various criteria were offered over the years (e.g., Dever 2003; Bloch-Smith 2003; Faust 2006a, and references). While no consensus had been reached, during the Iron II, which is the focus of this paper, the questionable sites are fewer and, moreover, there is usually an agreement whether a certain temple was Israelite or not. Moreover, at this time there seems to have been an intended policy in Israel and Judah, expressed for example in the fate of the temples in sites like Megiddo, Tel Qasile, and others (discussed in Section 5.3), allowing us to examine the situation in these kingdoms at large.





	2
	
This can be exemplified by the treatment of Arad. As we will see below (Section 3.2 for example) not only do different scholars use different terms to describe this structure, but sometimes the same scholar used different terms interchangeably.





	3
	
Many scholars were of course aware of the fact that not all the structures were temples or buildings erected solely for cultic purpose (see below). Still they discussed the finds as part of a spectrum, assuming the existence of many such structures, and subsequently did not identify their rarity (and see more below).





	4
	
This is a partial list composed mainly of sites mentioned by Gonen (1992b, pp. 222–32), and Alpert Nakhai (2001, pp. 119–60), and excludes some sites in which no architectural remains (or other sufficient evidence) were unearthed, e.g., Aphek, Ashkelon, Ashdod, and even Jaffa, as well as the structure north of Jerusalem. I would like to note that Mazar (1992a, pp. 169–83) was more critical, rejecting the identification of the some of the above-mentioned sites as temples, but even he (in an article originally published in Hebrew in 1987) identified more than 10 such buildings. Furthermore, since Mazar did not discuss all the relevant sites (e.g., Pella), and as a few sites were discovered only after he published his paper, it is clear that even the most critical “counting” will end up with at least 15 Late Bronze Age temples.





	5
	
Some scholars identified a temple also at Ashdod (e.g., Wright 1985, p. 224; Dothan 1993, p. 100; Alpert Nakhai 2001, p. 197). Still, it is likely this was only a cult room, part of a larger building (Mazar 1992a, p. 186), and in order to err at the side of caution, it will not be discussed here.





	6
	
For a longer list of suggested non-Israelite temples, see (Alpert Nakhai 2001, p. 197, note 26), but the cultic nature of some is not certain.





	7
	
And apparently a few other temples that are attested in the Bible.





	8
	
Cf., Broshi and Finkelstein (1992) estimate of some 400,000 peoples for the Iron II, with Dever’s (2003, p. 98) and Stager’s (1998) estimate of some 50,000 for the Late Bronze Age. Other scholars suggested slightly lower (46,000 people according to Herzog 1999, p. 48) or higher (60,000 people according to (Broshi 1993a, p. 423); 60,000–70,000 people according to (Broshi 1993b, p. 14)) figures for the Late Bronze Age, but these differences are marginal compared with the gap with the Iron Age figures.





	9
	
Notably, these figures compare the Late Bronze Age population with the entire population of the Iron II, and not only to the kingdoms of Israel and Judah. According to Broshi and Finkelstein (1992, p. 54), the latter’s population was 332,500 (west of the Jordan River only), i.e., six to seven times larger than the estimated population of the entire country in the Late Bronze Age.





	10
	
For extensive discussion of these sources of information, see Faust and Safrai 2015.





	11
	
The vast majority of the excavations were carried out within the boundaries of the Iron Age II kingdoms of Israel and Judah.





	12
	
The aim in “counting” the structures is not to arrive at an estimate of the number of Late Bronze Age buildings, nor at the total and exact number of the excavated dwellings. Rather, it is aimed to establish a basis of comparison between periods (below). If a few more houses were excavated after Daviau’s book was published (or even if some structures were not discussed by her) is immaterial for our purposes, as this would not change the overall picture, especially as we exaggerate the number of Late Bronze Age structures in order to err on the side of caution.





	13
	
Faust (2012, pp. 207–12), for example, mentioned some 120 complete houses, but this is only a partial list (originally compiled in 1997, for other purposes) of complete houses, and one could have added, even at the time the list was compiled, many dozens of additional structures at various sites. Thus, for example, Faust discussed only 26 structures at Tell en-Nasbeh (Faust 2012, pp. 72–77) whereas Zorn (1993b, pp. 116–20) analyzed more some 70 structures at this level most of which can be regarded as “complete.” At Beth-Shemesh Faust discussed only three (3) structures, while dozens were exposed. A similar situation exists in additional sites, e.g., at Beersheba, Tell Beit Mirsim, and more, and hence 200 is a very conservative figure.





	14
	
Note that some scholars suggested that a temple was found also at Ashdod and perhaps Yavneh (see above).





	15
	
I am not aware of any explicit attempt to challenge my argument, but many still follow the old consensus, for example (Schmitt 2014; Geller 2016, p. 312).





	16
	
For the significance of Josiah’s (and Hezekiah’s) reforms in this context, see, e.g., (Albertz 1994; Vogt 2006); see also (Fritz 1995, p. 145; Borowski 2003, p. 24).





	17
	
In some cases, previous studies of Israelite religion(s) treated also Iron Age non-Israelite sites, and this added to the confusion.





	18
	
For countering a possible claim that one cannot learn from the absence or rarity of such finds, see (Faust 2010, p. 30); see also (Stephens 2011).





	19
	
This ethos was seen as expressed in various biblical laws (like the law of the king, I Samuel 8: 7–18), passages and stories (like the story of Abimelech, Judges 9), and institutions (like the Edah; see Wolf 1947 for references).





	20
	
The Siloam Inscription does not mention the king, and cannot be regarded as royal in this sense.





	21
	
Notably, other evidence for writing is found (like the above mentioned ostraca), so it cannot be claimed that illiteracy is the cause for the pattern.





	22
	
Such inscriptions would probably be found in the future in some special circumstances, e.g., in non-Israelite regions of the kingdom of Israel or in palatial contexts (and rarely, perhaps even in Israelite cities or villages). The general pattern, however, seems substantial, and it is not likely to be affected by such (expected) future discoveries (cf., also Na’aman 2002, p. 94).





	23
	
Slip and burnish are not regarded here as decoration.





	24
	
Notably, this trait is very noticeable already in the Iron Age I, when it stands in contrast to the reality in the lowlands regions at the time (Faust 2006a), as well as to the situation during the closing phase of the Late Bronze Age (e.g., Franken and London 1995).





	25
	
It is possible that the few similar tombs that were unearthed in the territories of the kingdom of Israel suggest that the tombs began to appear in the kingdom’s last days, in tandem with the development of the Judahite tomb, only that the Assyrian conquests prevented its development and wider acceptance in this polity. It is more likely, however, that most such tombs in the territories of the kingdom of Israel are related to activities of Judahites in these territories during the period of Assyrian rule or even after its collapse. One way or the other, no such burials were apparently used in the kingdom of Israel during most of its existence.





	26
	
For examples where burials reflect an egalitarian ethos, although the society is highly stratified, see Metcalf and Huntington (1991, p. 134) regarding Saudi Arabia, and Parker Pearson (1982) regarding England. For a detailed discussion, see (Faust 2004); forthcoming, and references.
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Figure 1. A photograph of the temple at Arad, after its reconstruction (photographed by the author). 
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Figure 2. A photograph of the Tel Dan (reconstructed) cultic complex, with the platform at the background (photographed by the author). 
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Figure 3. A plan of the mound of Tel Beth-Shemesh, with excavation areas marked. Despite the wide exposure of Iron II levels (in practice, all excavation areas, noted on the plan), no temples were uncovered (Bunimovitz and Lederman 2013, p. 7; courtesy of the Tel Beth-Shemesh excavations expedition). 
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Figure 4. A plan of Kh. Jemein. Most of this Iron Age village was excavated, but no temple was unearthed (courtesy of Shimon Dar). 
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