HPRS5008 / HPRS6008
From Maccabees to Masada: Jews, Christians and Romans (167 BCE - 74 CE)


Worksheet for Monday 18th May 

Definitions

What do we mean by Hellenism / Hellenization?
Hellenization is a term used to describe the ways that the Greeks went about assimilating other peoples and cultures to be Greek like themselves. 

What was the Seleucid Empire?
The Seleucid Empire was a Hellenistic state run by a dynasty called the Seleucid Dynasty, after the death of Alexander the Great which resulted in the division of his empire by his generals.

Who were the Hasmonean (Maccabean) family and what did they do?
The Hasmonean and Maccabean family were people that lead the revolts who would then go on to become rulers of a small independent state called the Maccabean state, which was not an entirely recognised independent state by the Seleucid Empire.

What was the High Priest and what was their role?
A High Priest was someone who’s role was largely tied to inside the temple, as they carried out important ceremonies such as sacrifices. 

What does pre-exilic Israel mean?
Pre-exilic Israel is the period before the Babylonian Exile in 586 BCE , which happened due to the destruction of the first Temple.

Questions based on Reading 
1. What did you think were the main arguments in the reading?
The author outlines her arguments in the first page, which include the goal of the book, which is to interpret ancient Judaism, through methods such as identifying its major ideas, describing its salient practices, tracing its unifying patterns and assessing its relationship to Israelite religion and society. Whist the section we read was more informative, offering historical background as opposed to fleshing out the definitive arguments, reading the full book would give me a better understanding of her arguments that she stated on the chapter beginning. 

2. Based on Shaye Cohen’s Chapter 1 Reading and any additional research that you have undertaken, what could be described as the main historical, religious, and/or political events leading up the Maccabean Revolt of 167- 160 BCE? 
Some of the main historical, religious and political  events that lead up to the Maccabean revolt, that Cohen notes, begins with events such as the destruction of the first Temple and subsequent Babylonian exile, followed by the return to the land of Judaea and rebuilding of the second Temple. Future desecration of the temple by Antiochus Epiphanes, which resulted in him erecting an alter to Zeus withing the Temple, were some of the main events leading up to the Maccabean revolt.

3. As Cohen stated on p.15, “In 164 B.C.E. the Maccabees reconquered and purified the temple; the end of the Seleucid rule followed 20 years later,” what is the overall significance of these points from an ancient Jewish perspective? 
If the Temple was purified, then it became ‘clean’ again, in the sense that it was a pure place of worship for the people, as it had been defiled previously and was no longer holy in their eyes due to the alter of Zeus.

4. How significant is it that the Maccabean family who began as “insignificant country priests” later became High priests and kings (for this you may need to research more into the role of the High Priests in Judaism during the 2nd century BCE)?
They were significant as they had risen from ‘insignificant priests’ to ‘high priests and kings’ in such a short amount of time and became rulers of a small independent state that could carry out foreign policies and alliances.

5. How different was life during the Second Temple Judaism compared to life in pre-exilic Israel? 
Pre-exilic – it was a tribal society living on ancestral lands, and citizenship relied on your birth within that tribe, worshiped in the Temple through slaughter and roasting of animals, not so much reliant on actual praying, piety of pre-exilic Israel centred in the group.
Second Temple Judaism – clans not tribes, after the return from Babylonian exile they developed a regime of private worship, piety of second Temple Judaism centred on both the group and the individual. 

6. What are the potential biases with the Maccabean texts? 
One potential bias that could lie with the Maccabean texts is the fact that it was translated from Hebrew to Greek, and that it paints the Romans in a good light when it comes to the events in the text, which makes it a bias in favour of the Romans, which may not be historically accurate. However, as this is the only way the text has survived, there could be bias within it as we simply do not know the text from other perspectives.
