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The historical, political and religious events that transpired in Jerusalem and Masada between 66-73 CE
This essay will critically outline the main historical, political and religious events that occurred in Jerusalem and Masada between 66 and 73 CE. The essay will begin by looking at the Jewish Revolt against the Romans, this occurred in Jerusalem in 66 CE, also reviewing the Siege of Jerusalem, that took place in 70 CE, as well as what transpired in Masada in 73 CE verging into 74 CE following the Jewish War. The events will be written chronologically for better understanding of the timeline and how they transpired properly. Josephus Flavius will be used as a primary source in this essay, as he was witness to what transpired, secondary sources will include…
For a deeper understanding of the events that took place, let us look briefly into the Roman occupation of Jerusalem, all the way back in 63 BCE. The “conquest” was led by Pompey the Great, a Roman general of great renown who could later be considered a rival to Julius Caesar. The early years of occupation saw very little friction, but 37 CE onwards saw the spread of Hellenistic culture and religion,[footnoteRef:1] together with the developing Roman laws and the rights of the Jewish people within the said Roman empire, enveloped under the cruel gaze of Emperor Caligula. Hellenistic as a definition simply means anything relating to Greek culture, art, language, religion etc. from the death of Alexander the Great to the defeat of Cleopatra and Anthony in 31 BCE, this is a time where Greek culture thrived and travelled throughout the Mediterranean and the middle east.  [1:  (Lohnes, 2018)] 

The Roman Empire allowed the people of Judaea to continue to practice in their own faiths and inadvertently ruled through a ‘client king’, this term simply means a monarch of whom was not of Roman descent but who shared a peaceful but unequal partnership with the empire, as long as  they could keep the people in line and not causing any disorder. With the people of Judaea continuing to practice their monotheistic and polytheistic religions, tensions eventually started to rise because of the great differences representing the varying religious dogma and attitudes. 
These differences would eventually lead to full out revolt, however, in the beginning, Josephus writes that they began with violent riots in Caesarea Maritima,[footnoteRef:2] an ancient shoreline city, in 66 CE. Greek merchants were seen to be sacrificing birds in front of a local synagogue, and in retaliation a clerk of the temple by the name of Eleazar ben Hanania refused to do anymore prayers and sacrifices for Emperor Nero, the emperor best known for debauchery, political assassination and the cruel persecution of the Christians. The Roman garrison situated in Caesarea ignored the tensions and did not see any needs to attempt to interfere with this, as they saw cultural ignorance, thus leading to even more unrest and anger from the Jewish people. What emerged from this continuing unrest was protests over unfair taxes, as well as other inequalities, and  these protests and animosity quickly turned to the Jewish population of Judaea attacking Roman citizens. This bred the beginning of the political movement of The Zealots, these were Jewish rebels who wanted to expel the Romans and any who would sympathise with them from what they vision as their Holy Land, and if force was the only way to accomplish this the force it would be. This political movement carried the majority of the burden of the rebellion on their shoulders. [2:  (Wasserstein, 1974)] 

In the same year, 66CE, a group of Jewish rebels called the Sicarii, a splinter group from the political movement of The Zealots, seized the Roman garrison in Masada and slaughtered all the Roman soldiers within. Josephus claims that the Sicarii were extremists who were antagonistic towards The Zealots, they even went so far as to raid Jewish villages, where women and children were killed in the ensuing chaos. Ein Gedi is the example to be used here, where during Passover, it is estimated that approximately seven hundred people were killed, many women and children.
The Roman Governor of Judaea during this time period was a man named Gessius Florus, he sent Roman troops into the Temple in Jerusalem, to take seventeen ‘talents’, a unit of weight popular in Mesopotamia, and called this deliberate action ‘collecting unpaid taxes’. It was a religious statement as much as a political stance on the matter of Jewish rights in the empire. The Jewish people would openly mock Governor Florus[footnoteRef:3] for this heinous act, passing around a wicker basket and asking for ‘alms’ as he was obviously desperate if he would rob a place of worship. But the mocking progressed into violence, as rioters within the city of Jerusalem overtook a Roman garrison, raiding and killing the soldiers stationed there. The civil unrest in Judaea quickly grew more violent and with such an alarming rate, that the Governor of Syria, Cestius Gallus, was asked to intervene and assist in the situation, Cestius Gallus entered with over thirty thousand men but was defeated by the rebels, and could not help against the growing dissent.[footnoteRef:4] The rebel factions within Judaea were quickly making their political agenda a reality.  [3:  (Wasserstein, 1974)]  [4:  (Sheppard, 2013)] 

Gessius Florus reacted swiftly, and once again sent more Roman soldiers into Jerusalem, ordering them to raid and capture those men that were believed to be leading and aiding the Jewish rebels, he called for these men, the main instigators in controlling the rebels, the rioting and unrest to be publicly whipped and then crucified,[footnoteRef:5] this was to be seen as a deterrent to anyone who would think to instigate further  rioting, chaos and the destruction and killing of Roman citizens. A great deal of these men who were involved with the unrest were themselves Jews who had acquired Roman citizenship, the fact that Florus would do this to his own citizens caused further outrage within the city of Jerusalem.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  (Cohen, 2010)]  [6:  (Cohen, 2010)] 

The Jerusalem riots of 66 CE resulted in an estimated 6,000 deaths, the figure was mostly Roman and Greek people making up this considerable statistic. The Romans surrendered to the Zealots, however no mercy was given under the terms of surrender and the majority, if not all, of the captives were lynched.
Not everyone would surrender, however. In Caesarea the Greek inhabitants attacked their Jewish neighbours and the Jewish people retaliated by chasing the Greeks out of Judaea, as well as Galilee and the Golan Heights. 
Nero, realising that the problem was far more dangerous then previously thought, sent his general Vespasian to push back against the rebels, and to some degree, he did. Vespasian managed to push the majority of the rebels into Jerusalem by the time he was proclaimed emperor in the year 69 CE.
The siege of Jerusalem happened in April 70 CE, according to Josephus it was around the time of Passover, and as this was an important religious event, that would explain why there would be a surplus of people within Jerusalem. The Romans allowed pilgrims to pass into the city, but not leave after their pilgrimage.[footnoteRef:7] This was a strategic move on Titus’ part, knowing that the more people within the walls would mean that the food storage would diminish more quickly, as would the water, slowly starving the city into surrender. [7:  (Sheppard, 2013)] 

 Titus was the general leading the Roman army at the time, as Vespasian was the new reigning emperor, and he had brought with him three legions of soldiers for this war.  
Within the walls of Jerusalem, The Zealots were dealing with other rebel factions that were rising up and grasping for control, and this in turn weakened the Jewish resistance. These different factions would cause in-fighting, diminishing the others supplies through sabotage and injuring/killing any able-bodied rebels that could oppose the Roman forces outside the wall. Some speculate that the sabotage of food supplies was to incite merciful gods to intervene on behalf of the besieged peoples…whether this is true or just a rash decision with no thought to the repercussions cannot be properly confirmed.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  (Ben-Yehuda, 2010)] 

Titus and his army breached the first two walls, Jaffa Gate and the second wall, which left the remaining rebel forces defending the Temple and the Fortress of Antonia that surrounded it, also the lower and upper part of the cities. The rebel forces were split into two factions and the murder of a faction leader, Eleazar ben Simon, at the hands of John of Gischalas faction made strife palpable between the remaining two.[footnoteRef:9] Their differences were only put to one side when Titus began to erect a sturdy wall surrounding the city and starving the rebels out more effectively. This siege structure accomplished this goal, the rebels burned through their supplies at an alarming rate, and the people within the city began to starve, as there was no surplus.  [9:  (Schäfer, 2003)] 

By August 70 CE, Titus and his legions had managed to breach the Fortress of Antonia, the final rebel defence, and a massacre ensued, decimating the surviving Jewish population. The breaching of the fortress meant that the Second Temple was now in Roman possession, after conferring with others on the matter, Titus had decided not to have it destroyed, it held cultural and religious importance, that much he understood, but most of all, he had wanted to convert it into a temple for Roman gods instead. But Josephus states that Jewish rebels, attempting to flee the Roman forces and push them back, set a part of the temple ablaze, and that Titus had no choice but to destroy the remainder of it. The accounts of Josephus also state that Titus was not culpable for the destruction of the second temple, however one would assume this stance was to gain favourability with the Flavian emperor. Of course, not all of the rebels were caught, some would have managed to flee in the chaos, through sewers or hidden tunnels, but even after the siege the Roman soldiers continued to pursue those who had initially fled, to make a statement. 
The only part of the second temple that still stands is the Western Wall, and it is, to this day, a place of prayer and pilgrimage to the Jewish people, and the loss of the Second Temple is still lamented during the fast of Tisha be-Av. The destruction of the Second Temple made an incredible impact on the Jewish community, and it is so profound that it is still taught about today, as are other atrocities that befell the Jews through history. 
Jerusalem was not the last stronghold for the rebels, three more would continue to hold out, these three were; Herodium, Machaerus and Masada.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  (Tropper, 2016)] 

As this essay is focusing on Jerusalem and Masada, let us look at the siege of Masada that occurred around the end of 73-74 CE, according to modern scholars. The traditional date proposed by Josephus was 72-73 CE.  This was the final stronghold to be sieged and was a hilltop fortification in control of the Sicarii rebel faction. 
In 73 CE the Roman governor of Judaea at the time, Lucius Flavius Silva, led a Roman legion, approximated to be around 15,000 people with 8,000 being soldiers, to siege the fortification of Masada which held about 960 people,[footnoteRef:11] rebels and civilians. Some of the people within this legion were Jewish prisoners of war, and there was a mix of men and women because of this. The prisoners of war, the ones that could fight would have been made to assist and fight along the Roman army, an experience that would have been harrowing for the prisoners of war but would have also made a statement politically and religiously. The legion built a circumvallation wall, which simply put means the legion surrounded Masada completely to prevent entry or exit from the fortification, similar to the tactic Titus used for the siege on Jerusalem. This would also cut communication, food supplies and any reinforcements attempting rescue and evacuation. Unlike the siege of Jerusalem, Josephus claims that the Sicarii rebels within Masada did not attempt to counterattack the Roman legion, which is unlike his prior battle recordings where there has always been an initial struggle with the Jewish people.  [11:  (Sheppard, 2013)] 

When the Roman soldiers did breach the fortification in 74 CE, using a large battering ram, they claimed to have come upon a “citadel of death”,[footnoteRef:12] where the Sicarii had set buildings ablaze and killed one another to escape the cruelties of being a prisoner of war to the Roman empire.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  (Richmond, 1962)]  [13:  (UNESCO Centre, 2020)] 

Although it is not confirmed with any archaeological finds, Josephus writes in his accounts that the Sicarii and the Jewish families within the fortification commit mass suicide due[footnoteRef:14] to a siege that lasted just under a year. As Josephus is the only person to record the happenings at Masada most would find it hard to contradict his records, however scholars know that he would have attempted to paint the Roman Empire in a good light, due to his own circumstances of being an ex-general for the Jewish army, and therefore recording the opposing rebels in a more cowardly light. [14:  (Hareetz, n.d.)] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The siege of Masada is a controversial topic, with some viewing the site with reverence and respect for the fallen soldiers who fought heroically for their rights to freedom, others view it as an example of extremism and lack of compromise for the greater good.[footnoteRef:15] The saying one man’s freedom fighter is another man’s terrorist comes to mind and certainly applies to this.  [15:  (UNESCO Centre, 2020)] 

Overall, the Roman Empires interference with Judaea not only caused political unrest in terms of Jewish rights and sovereignty, but also escalated religious tensions, not necessarily between the Romans and Jews, but also the Greek merchants settling in Judaea through trade routes. Religious ignorance and lack of tolerance is what caused riots to rise in Judaea, and this is due in part to how history has treated the Jewish people as inferiors through time. 
The destruction of the Second Temple in Jerusalem is one of the most important religious and historical events to happen between 66 and 73 CE, and it made a profound impact on the Jewish people during its destruction and hundreds of years afterwards. The Amoraim, Jewish scholars who taught the Torah orally, claim that the Second Temple being destroyed was a punishment from God. As well as this, the destruction of the Second Temple is what caused the separation of Christianity from its Jewish roots. 
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