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ABSTRACT: Once the first Jewish revolt (66-70 CE) was over, the kohen Yosef ben Matityahu – known since 71 CE in Flavian-era Rome as Titus Flavius Iosephus – wrote his first work entitled Bellum Iudaicum (75-79 CE) to provide the Jews and Romans with an exposition of the events he had experienced as a former general of Galilee. However, BJ is more than a military account. It is the last page of the sacred history of the ἔθνος τῶν Ἰουδαίων before the Temple was destroyed.

The destruction – according to Josephus – was due to the ἀσέβεια of the rebel groups who generated στάσις and impurity. They desecrated the holy city and made themselves guilty of injustice and contaminatio in the eyes of God. For that reason, Jerusalem could no longer be his seat. God’s remoteness – in the form of divine punishment as χόλος τοῦ θεοῦ – is actually the highest form of justice. God turned away, and the Romans became the executors of his will.
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RESUMEN: Una vez terminada la primera revuelta judía (66-70 EC), el kohen Yosef ben Matityahu –conocido desde el año 71 EC en la Roma de la época flavia como Titus Flavius Iosephus– escribió su primera obra titulada Bellum Iudaicum (75-79 EC) para ofrecer a los judíos y romanos una exposición de los acontecimientos que había vivido como exgeneral de Galilea. Sin embargo, BJ es más que un relato militar: es la última página de la historia sagrada del ἔθνος τῶν Ἰουδαίων antes de la destrucción del Templo.

Esta destrucción –según Josefo– se debió a la ἀσέβεια de los grupos rebeldes que generaron στάσις e impureza. Profanaron la ciudad santa y se hicieron culpables de injusticia y contaminatio ante los ojos de Dios. Por esa razón, Jerusalén ya no podía ser su sede. La lejanía de Dios –en forma de castigo divino como χόλος τοῦ θεοῦ– es, en realidad, la forma más severa de justicia. Dios se apartó y los Romanos se convirtieron en los ejecutores de su voluntad.
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1. INTRODUCTION: BETWEEN JERUSALEM AND ROME

In 70 CE, after a month-long siege, the city of Jerusalem fell to the Romans. The destruction of the Temple, one of the most traumatic events in the history of the Jewish people, was the dramatic outcome of the first Jewish revolt that began in 66 CE. The aim of this contribution is to re-read the fall of Jerusalem as the result of divine abandonment, the image of a God far from his holy city. The focus will be on two aspects: firstly, the pre-eminence of the concept of theocracy for the Jewish nation; secondly, the stasis will be assessed as an element of internal contamination-pollution that caused God’s estrangement from his civil and religious spaces, first and foremost the Temple. The starting point for this analysis will be the Jewish historian Flavius Josephus, in particular his early work Bellum Iudaicum.

Looking at the history of Roman Judea in the first century CE, Jerusalem and Rome are certainly the undisputed protagonists, but –as stated by Pierre Vidal-Naquet and Per Bilde– Josephus necessarily stands between the two. Flavius Josephus is a key figure, and his life parable is both complicated and fascinating1. He was born in Jerusalem in 37-38 CE as the kohen Yosef ben Matityahu. As Josephus himself proudly declares at the beginning of his work Vita, his family descended from a prestigious and ancient priestly lineage-linked (on his mother’s side) to the royal house of the Hasmoneans:

(1) 1. Now in my case, my ancestry is rather distinguished, having originated with priests long ago. Just as the basis of noble birth is different among various [nations], so also among us membership in the priesthood is a certain proof of an ancestry’s brilliance. 2. Now in my case, my ancestry is not merely from priests; it is also from the first day-course of the twenty-four – an enormous distinction, this – and indeed, from the most élite of the divisions within this [course]. Further, I have a share of royal ancestry from my mother because the children of Asamoneus, of whom she was a descendant, for a very long time served as high priests and exercised the kingship of our nation2.

From this passage, it is clear that Josephus identified the traditional Jewish aristocracy with the priesthood by birth and that he considered himself close to the priestly circles that formed the Jewish élite at the time3. For the purposes of this analysis, however, it is particularly relevant that Josephus was a testis and auctor of the first Jewish revolt (66-70 CE), in which he participated as a general leading Galilee. The ambiguity of his pragmatic choices (the shift to the Roman side during the war) earned him the reputation of an opportunistic traitor par excellence4. After his capture, Josephus indeed collaborated with Titus as an interpreter for the Roman army. From 71 CE he spent his life in Rome under the imperial protection of the Flavians (as his tria nomina demonstrate by the citizenship he acquired) and almost certainly died there around 100 CE5. It was in the shadow of that empire and the new dynasty that Josephus became a historian and wrote his four works (Bellum Iudaicum, Antiquitates Iudaicae, Vita and Contra Apionem) always looking to his ἔθνος τῶν Ἰουδαίων 6.

In order to better understand Josephus as a witness to the first Jewish revolt, it is an obligatory step to briefly dwell on the political dynamics of Roman Judea in the first century CE. The history appears as a complex picture of conflict, resistance and cooperation between the Jewish elites and the Roman authorities. In 6 CE, Judea came under the direct control of Rome. Its territory was assimilated and added to the senatorial province of Syria under the leadership of a praefectus Iudaeae, who normally resided in Caesarea, the chosen administrative capital. Judea, therefore, did not become an autonomous province but the southern part of the province of Syria7. The praefectus Iudaeae was in turn subject to the authority of the Legatus Augusti pro praetore stationed in Antioch8. From an administrative point of view, Rome never treated Judea as a region with a special character, thus in a different way from the other provinces of the Empire.

This is why the idea of ‘provincial exceptionalism’ has no basis. According to the pragmatic action applied by Rome in other provinces, maintaining a stable government was only possible through the close cooperation of the local elites in exchange for privileges and opportunities for advancement in the eyes of Rome itself. Indeed, Roman provincial politics in the provinces relied on local elites to control the rest of the population9. Looking at Judea in the first century CE, the Temple was the symbol of identity and the center of the local economic domination system, collecting regular contributions throughout the Empire and accumulating great wealth. For this reason, the Romans turned their attention to the priestly elite of Jerusalem as their main collaborators in loco. They chose the high priests because they identified them as a wealthy ruling class they needed for their internal affairs, such as tax collection. However, the Romans were victims of this choice due to a ‘cultural misunderstanding’; wealth was, in fact, not a primary value in Jewish (theocratic) society10. These Roman high priests were, therefore, perceived by the Jewish people as the product of foreign domination, powerful creatures for their wealth otherwise doomed to oblivion11. Josephus – in a nostalgic and apologetic tone – tried several times to exonerate the Jewish ruling class (he himself belonged to it) for its failure in relations with Rome. However, there is no doubt that much of the responsibility for the Jewish-Roman war must also be attributed to this Jewish (claimed) ruling class12.

2. BELLUM IUDAICUM: A MILITARY ACCOUNT IN SEARCH OF GOD’S WILL

And it is precisely the Bellum Iudaicum (75-79 CE), Josephus’ first work, that is our main source for the first Judeo-Roman war. Bellum, first written in seven books in Aramaic (Josephus’ native language) and later translated into Greek, tells the story of the first Jewish revolt culminating in the fall of Jerusalem and the burning of the Temple13. It is interesting to note (for what will be analysed later) that Bellum is situated in the long tradition of Greco-Roman historiography, particularly that of Thucydides. This is clear from Josephus’ proem14:

1. The war of the Jews against the Romans – the greatest not only of the wars of our own time, but, so far as accounts have reached us, well nigh of all that ever broke out between cities or nations – has not lacked its historians. Of these, however, some, having taken no part in the action, have collected from hearsay casual and contradictory stories which they have then edited in a rhetorical style; while others, who witnessed the events, have, either from flattery of the Romans or from hatred of the Jews, misrepresented the facts, their writings exhibiting alternatively invective and encomium, but nowhere historical accuracy. In these circumstances, I – Josephus, son of Matthias, a Hebrew by race, a native of Jerusalem and a priest, who at the opening of the war myself fought against the Romans and in the sequel was perforce an onlooker15.

Josephus presents himself as an ideal participant-spectator of what he defines as the greatest war of his time, perhaps even the greatest ever recorded. His purpose is clear: to give a more balanced exposition of the facts to the Jews and the Romans16. The Jewish historian thus asserts a claim to impartiality and objectivity in his chronicle that is lacking in previous accounts of the conflict17. However, compared to other official accounts not super partes (to flatter the Romans or defame the Jews), Bellum also had to preserve a deeper ἀλήθεια. In the disaster of the Jewish-Roman war, Josephus tried to grasp the will of God. Why did God decide the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of his seat, the Temple? For this reason, Bellum was conceived as a fundamental part of Jewish sacred history, not just a military account18.

Before being a priest or a rebel general, Josephus was a Jew of his time. One concept, better than others, expresses the image of God and his relationship with the Jewish people from a concrete historical, political and religious perspective. This concept can be defined as “theocracy”, and its roots lie in the biblical tradition. In his last work Contra Apionem (93-95 CE), Josephus coined – through a linguistic and intellectual effort – this term to describe the Jewish πολιτεία to a Greco-Roman audience19:

164. There are infinite varieties in individual customs and laws among humanity as a whole, but in summary one may say: some have entrusted the power of government to monarchies, others to the rule of the few, others again to the masses. 165. But our legislator took no notice of any of these, but instituted the government as what one might call – to force an expression – a “theocracy”, ascribing to God the rule and power. 166. and, persuading everyone to look to him as the cause of all good things, both those that are common to all humanity and those that they themselves received when they prayed in difficulties, and that neither any deed nor anything that anyone thought in private could escape his attention20.

From the point of view of the Jewish people, θεοκρατία means God’s dominion21. The political and religious spheres thus merge perfectly. In God as the unique Κύριος and ἡγεμών are, in fact, placed ἀρχή and κράτος. This recognition, through the Mosaic Covenant known as berit, has a fundamental practical implication for the Jewish people. Indeed, nothing escapes God’s control because God is the sole Author of history and acts, especially in times of difficulty, to bring salvation to his people. An example found in the biblical tradition is Exodus 19-20, namely the episode of the liberation of the Jewish people from Egyptian slavery. However, again according to the biblical model, when the Jewish people stray from the Law, God acts by punishing and only then promoting reconciliation22. This historical-material philosophy of theocracy, as the concrete image of God’s power, was shared by every single Jew in the first century CE, certainly by the rebel group of the Zealots.

3. THE στάσις οἰκεία: THE GREATEST OFFENCE TO GOD

The Zealots were proponents of a radical interpretation of theocracy. They rejected any form of rule except divine government, thus recognising God as their only Lord and no mortal master. Referring to the Fourth Philosophy, Josephus places the birth of this ideology of resistance at the beginning of direct Roman rule in Judea in 6 CE. Josephus informs us that the seeds of discord for the outbreak of the revolt were sown at that time, and in 66 CE the Zealots reaped them23. However, the rebel front in 66 CE was more complicated and fragmented with various groups in opposition to each other. In addition to the Zealots of priestly extraction Josephus, on other occasions, refers to the rebels as λῃσταί or sicarii. The Jewish historian is often intentionally confusing about the rebels and their original motivations, which could also have been of a more socio-economic nature as in the case of the sicarii24. Nevertheless, this allows Josephus to develop an anti-revolutionary polemic that must be understood in apologetic terms towards the entire Jewish people. Josephus in fact isolated the rebels as a minority of innovators by dissociating them from the Jewish tradition represented by the priestly aristocracy25.

Furthermore, the Jewish historian obscured the religious substratum of their revolt as much as possible. Josephus’ criticism can be seen in this light: the rebels (from his point of view) are θεομάχοι, guilty of all contamination, who, by their actions, drove God out of the holy city and the Temple. However, the rebels – especially the Zealots – fought against Rome according to the formula of the theios war. The rebels believed in the συγγένεια and συμμαχία of God who was on their side and would support (as often happened in Jewish history) their efforts to end Roman rule26. God would thus have shown his theocratic power as He did during the Maccabean revolt. For this reason, their hopes for divine intervention focused on the Temple, which became an ideological point, the symbol of Jewish resistance. According to Josephus, it was precisely this claim of divine closeness and assistance by the rebels and their leaders that caused the fall of Jerusalem and the ruin of the Jewish people27. This is clear once again from the prologue of Bellum. The true and most profound cause of the ruin of the Jewish nation is the στάσις οἰκεία that caused the lack of ὁμόνοια in Jerusalem:

10. For, that it owed its ruin to civil strife, and that it was the Jewish tyrants who drew down upon the holy temple the unwilling hands of the Romans and the conflagration, is attested by Titus Caesar himself, who sacked the city; throughout the war he commiserated the populace who were at the mercy of the revolutionaries, and often of his own accord deferred the capture of the city and by protracting the siege gave the culprits time for repentance. 11. Should, however, any critic censure me for my strictures upon the tyrants or their bands of marauders or for my lamentations over my country’s misfortunes, I ask his indulgence for a compassion which falls outside an historian’s province. For of all the cities under Roman rule it was the lot of ours to attain to the highest felicity and to fall to the lowest depths of calamity28.

As can be seen, Josephus’ model of stasis is once again Thucydides. According to Josephus, in their determination for freedom from Rome, the rebel leaders with their groups established themselves as tyrants in the city, causing civil war. Their fellow citizens thus became sacrificial victims of their selfish and violent ambition29. Therefore, from the Jewish historian’s point of view, Jerusalem certainly did not fall because of Rome. Jerusalem fell because the civil war was the greatest offence to God and provoked his reaction as divine punishment30. According to the Jewish perspective, stasis indeed implies contamination and impurity and for this reason it is the most serious form of ἀσέβεια towards God31. The purification, in the form of the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple by the Romans, was God’s response to the ἀσέβεια of the rebels and their tyrants who had defiled his city with their massacres. Titus himself could have testified32.

4. POLLUTION WITHIN THE CITY: THE REBELS AND THE μεταβολή OF VALUES

The murder of the high priest Ananus b. Ananus – described in the fourth book of Bellum – is a fundamental example of pollution within the city that ties into the motif of divine punishment:

318. I would not be in error if I said that the death of Ananus led to the capture of the city, and that from that very day, on which they saw their high priest and leader of their own preservation butchered in the middle of the city, the wall was overthrown and the Judeans’ public affairs were destroyed. […] 320. He was uncommonly freedom friendly and a lover of democracy, always placing the public advantage – and above all making peace – before his private interests. [...]. 322. Iesous had been yoked with him – lagging behind him in a comparison, to be sure, though still well ahead of the others. 323. But I reckon that God, after sentencing the city to destruction because it had become polluted, and wanting the holy places to be purged by fire, was removing their protectors and care-givers. 324. Those who were, just a short time before, wearing the sacred robe and officiating in the universal worship, receiving obeisance from those who had streamed into the city from around the world, were now seen discarded, naked, as fodder for dogs and beasts33.

Ananus was one of the most powerful high priests in first-century CE Judea, although he held the sacred office for only one year, in 62 CE (3 months). When the rebellion broke out, Ananus formed with the other high priest Jesus b. Gamaliel, a moderate government against the Zealots. However, Ananus was probably massacred in the heart of the city in 68 CE by Idumean rebels, close to the Zealots. Beyond his personal elogium toward Ananus, Josephus emphasizes one point: his elimination was the beginning of the fall of Jerusalem. According to Josephus, God himself decided the death of Ananus (who, until that moment, had protected Jerusalem) because he had already condemned the polluted city and wanted to purify the Temple with fire34. The violent murder of the high priest by the Idumean rebels was nevertheless a radical offence against God.

In a theocratic system like the Jewish one, as seen above, the high priest is, in fact, the one whom God chooses to be his representative minister among the Jewish people. The killing of the high priest is, therefore, a crime against God himself35. Moreover, the rebels added to their action the mortification and desecration of the body of the divine representative by not burying it. Still looking at the theme of pollution within the city, Josephus focuses – like Thucydides – on the ἀνθρωπεία φύσις and its visible effects. The rebels, with their actions of stasis, caused, in fact, a μεταβολή of values, a mundus inversus. From the point of view of the Jewish historian, the internal disaster generates a moral anarchy that is a radicalization of pollution and, therefore, an offence against God36. This is evident from another passage from the fourth book of Bellum:

381. But these [scil. Disciples] persisted so far on their course of savagery as to grant a share of earth neither to those being done away with inside not to those on the roads. 382. Instead, just as if they had made pacts to undo the very laws of nature together with those of their native city and, together with the offenses against humanity also to pollute the very Deity, they left the oozing dead beneath the sun. […] 386. Every ordinance among human beings was thus being trampled down by them, divine things were being laughed at, and they kept scoffing at the oracles of the prophets as though they were the rantings of vagabonds […]. 388. For there was in fact a certain ancient saying, by men from there at that time, that the city would be destroyed and the holiest place would be burned down by law of war, if civil strife should assail it and domestic hands first pollute the precinct of God. Though they had not disbelieved these things, the Disciples offered themselves as their agents37.

According to Josephus, within the city, there was an annulment of the laws τῆς πατρίδος carried out by the Zealots. Furthermore, the rebels literally had the desire to pollute God himself by mocking and desecrating the divine law. Josephus recalls, on this occasion, the existence of an oracle. Jerusalem would fall, and the Temple would burn when civil war broke out among the Jews themselves, and they would desecrate the Temple with their own hands38. The Zealots – concludes Josephus – were the auctores of all this, making it possible.

However, stasis also defiles the sanctity of the Temple and this is one of the most desacralising aspects of Bellum’s narrative. The desecration takes place through the shedding of blood by the rebels inside the sacred place, and Josephus intentionally focuses on the communal nature of the violation of divine spaces. As can be seen from Book five, the incidents involving the Temple are driven by the tyrants Eleazar, John and Simon and the extreme stasis between them:

7. Each of these [scil. Tyrants Eleazar-John] having a considerable following of Zealots, the seceders took possession of the inner court of the temple and planted their weapons above the holy gates on the sacred façade. [...] 10. [...] thus there were continual sallies and showers of missiles, and the temple on every side was defiled with carnage [...] 15. For although these frenzied men had stopped short of no impiety, they nevertheless admitted those who wished to offer sacrifices [...] 16. For the missiles from the engines flew over with such force that they reached the altar and the sanctuary, lighting upon priests and sacrificers; 17. […] fell there themselves before their sacrifices, and sprinkled with libations of their own blood that altar universally venerated by Greeks and barbarians. 18. The dead bodies of natives and aliens, of priests and laity, were mingled in a mass, and the blood of all manner of corpses formed pools in the courts of God39.

According to Josephus, the clash occurred between the rebels led by Eleazar, who took refuge in the inner courtyard of the Temple as their fortress against the rebels of John, who occupied the large outer courtyard40. For this reason, the Temple was desecrated and contaminated by continuous massacres because the victims of the carnage sprinkled the sacrificial altar with their blood. The rebels allowed access to the Temple to those who wanted to make offerings to God, but these remained victims of the stasis between tyrants and their followers. Josephus insists on a particular aspect of the stasis-massacre generated inside the Temple. The priestly blood, uncontaminated and pure by birth, mixed with the blood of other common people who were killed, making sacrificial offerings. All this happened before the eyes of God41. The Temple was thus removed from God’s protection even before the Romans brought fire.

5. JOSEPHUS’ COMPLAINT: THE FALL OF JERUSALEM

The scene of the tyrants desecrating the Temple by shedding blood inside is followed – on a narrative level – by Josephus’ complaint. Josephus turns directly to his city, Jerusalem personified:

19. What misery to equal that, most wretched city, hast thou suffered at the hands of the Romans, who entered to purge with fire thy internal pollutions? For thou wert no longer God’s place, nor couldest thou survive, after becoming a sepulchre for the bodies of thine own children and converting the sanctuary into a charnel-house of civil war. Yet might there be hopes for an amelioration of thy lot, if ever thou wouldst propitiate that God who devastated thee! 20. However, the laws of history compel one to restrain even one’s emotions, since this is not the place for personal lamentations but for a narrative of events. I therefore proceed to relate the after history of the sedition42.

Josephus complains vehemently that the holy city was no longer a fit seat for God. Jerusalem had become miserable because of the internal ἀσέβεια in the form of contaminatio through the stasis by the rebels. The Romans, therefore, acted as God’s chosen agents in their role as purifiers. It was God’s indignation in the form of the χόλος τοῦ θεοῦ that led to his μετάνοια, his passage to the enemy. Still looking at book five along these lines, Josephus reports his two speeches to the rebels in 70 CE in a Jerusalem under siege. Josephus tried to convince them to surrender to the Romans as the only solution to survive and not ruin an entire nation43. The first speech is in indirect form, while the second is a long oratio recta. Thus, in the first speech (5. 362- 376), Josephus implores the rebels to stop the war to save themselves and the people, the homeland and the Temple:

362. Josephus [...] implored them to spare themselves and the people, to spare their country and their temple [...]. 363. The Romans, he urged, though without a share in them, yet reverenced the holy places of their enemies, and had thus far restrained their hands from them; whereas men who had been brought up in them and, were they preserved, would alone enjoy them, were bent on their destruction. [...] 365. Be it granted that it was noble to fight for freedom, they should have done so at first; but, after having once succumbed and submitted for so long, to seek then to shake off the yoke was the part of men madly courting death, not of lovers of liberty. 366. To scorn meaner masters might, indeed, be legitimate, but not those to whom the universe was subject. For what was there that had escaped the Romans, save maybe some spot useless through heat or cold? 367. Fortune, indeed, had from all quarters passed over to them, and God who went the round of the nations, bringing to each in turn the rod of empire, now rested over Italy. [...]44.

From Josephus’ point of view, the rebels’ obstinacy was madness, and it was absurd to oppose the world power, Rome. His discourse is Realpolitik45. It was certainly right to fight for freedom, but it had to be done at the beginning, not after years of absolute foreign rule. The Jewish historian draws a sharp contrast between the responsible behavior of the Romans towards the sacred spaces and that of the bloodthirsty rebels. However, from this first discourse, Josephus’ view of the ideological-theological side of the Rome-Jerusalem war emerges well. The Jewish historian interprets the superiority of the Romans as God’s will. In fact, Josephus states that God, who decides power among peoples, had stopped and now resided in Italy. This image of God changing residence from Jerusalem to Rome fits well with the Roman practice known as evocatio deorum, the invitation to the gods of a besieged city to join Rome before the fall of the city46. However, the case presented by Josephus here is different. It was the God of Jerusalem whom he had chosen. The ἀσέβεια of the rebels had led God to temporarily move away from Jerusalem and transfer his protection to Rome. The rebellion was, therefore, to be seen as a sin against God himself. The surrender to Rome was indeed according to his will47.

In his second discourse (5. 376-419), Josephus addresses the greatest paradox. The rebels saw God as their ally while they polluted his Temple with their actions:

376. “Ah, miserable wretches,” he cried, “unmindful of your own true allies, would you make war on the Romans with arms and might of hand? What other foe have we conquered thus, 377. and when did God who created, fail to avenge, the Jews, if they were wronged? Will you not turn your eyes and mark what place is that whence you issue to battle and reflect how mighty an Ally you have outraged? [...] 378. For myself, I shudder at recounting the works of God to unworthy ears; yet listen, that you may learn that you are warring not against the Romans only, but also against God. [...] 390. In short, there is no instance of our forefathers having triumphed by arms or failed of success without them when they committed their cause to God: if they sat still they conquered, as it pleased their Judge, if they fought they were invariably defeated [...] 400. For it is, I suppose, the duty of the occupants of holy ground to leave everything to the arbitrament of God and to scorn the aid of human hands, can they but conciliate the Arbiter above. [...] 402. How much more impious are you than those who have been defeated in the past! Secret sins – I mean thefts, treacheries, adulteries – are not beneath your disdain, while in rapine and murder you vie with each other in opening up new and unheard of paths of vice; aye and the temple has become the receptacle for all, and native hands have polluted those divine precincts, which even Romans reverenced from afar, forgoing many customs of their own in deference to your law. 403. And after all this do you expect Him, thus outraged, to be your ally?48.

The rebels were thus not only fighting against Rome but also against God himself, even though they were not (according to Josephus) supported by the divine συμμαχία. Moreover, Josephus, in retracing the history of the ἔθνος τῶν Ἰουδαίων and its moments of difficulty, emphasises a fundamental theocratic aspect. God had always intervened to save his people. Indeed, Jewish history taught that rebellion against the current government had always led to painful failures without God’s support49. However, it was God himself who established the καιρός to act, looking above all at the εὐσέβεια that his people showed him. The rebels, on the other hand, engaged in terrible crimes, and, once again, Josephus could state that the Temple had become the receptacle for all these things; a divine place, which even the Romans worshipped, had been defiled by the hands of the natives themselves. Josephus could thus conclude with one of his most elaborate thoughts on the theological significance of the Jerusalem-Rome war. The Jewish historian believed that God had fled from his Temple and was now on the side of those against whom the rebels were fighting, the Romans50.

6. THE GOD OR GODS ARE GOING AWAY: JOSEPHUS AND TACITUS

God’s departure from Jerusalem and the Temple culminates in the final moments of the siege. In the sixth book, Josephus recounts a prodigious episode – which, according to the Jewish historian, was one of God’s last warnings to the rebels – that occurred on Pentecost:

299. Moreover, at the feast which is called Pentecost, the priests on entering the inner court of the temple by night, as their custom was in the discharge of their ministrations, reported that they were conscious, first of a commotion and a din, and after that of a voice as of a host, “We are departing hence”51.

The priests heard mysterious voices coming from the inner courtyard of the Temple and exclaiming “from this place we are leaving”. However, Josephus’ account of this episode during the final moments of the siege is not the only one. The imperial historian Tacitus, in his Jewish excursus, book five of the Historiae, also reports this prodigious episode:

13. 1. Evenerant prodigia [...] et subito nubium igne conlucere templum. Apertae repente delubri fores et audita maior humana vox, «excedere deos»; simul ingens motus excedentium 52. (Tac. Hist. 5.13.1).

According to Tacitus, the doors of the Temple opened wide and, suddenly, a superhuman voice was heard exclaiming “the gods are leaving”, excedere deos. However, in recalling the same event, there is a difference between Tacitus and Josephus. Josephus resorts linguistically – as much as ideologically – to the plural form ταῦτα φωνῆς ἀθρόας μεταβαίνομεν ἐντεῦθεν referring to the abandonment of the divine presence in the Temple. The choice of the plural formula could be interpreted – in the view of the Jewish historian – as a conscious use of the interpretatio, referring to a plural pantheon of deities. Josephus would thus have been more certain to be better understood by his Greco-Roman audience. Otherwise, the reference to the plural formula by Josephus would be difficult to understand (and explain) considering the well-known Jewish monotheism. Tacitus may have instead used the plural formula excedere deos precisely to underline Jewish monotheism in contrast to the inclusive Greco-Roman pantheon53. In any case, Josephus suggests that the Jewish God would be an increasingly distant spectator.

7. CONCLUSIONS

Some conclusions about the divine abandoning of the contaminated holy city and the Temple, resulting in the ruin of Jerusalem in 70 CE, can now be outlined according to a three-point scheme54.



a) According to the first point, God’s abandonment of the city and the Temple and his support for the Romans are included and explained by Josephus within the paradigm sin-punishment/obedience-reward, according to the interpretation of the biblical tradition, which is the model always followed by the Jewish historian. In other words, Josephus denies the Romans – and the Flavians – the credit for the victory and subordinates them to God’s purposes for the Jewish people. The fall of Jerusalem is established by God as a punishment for the rebels’ ἀσέβεια; therefore, the Romans are only the divine instrument to carry out the purification.

b) The second point is partly related to the first and concerns what could be called the “theocratic paradox”. The view according to which – God is on the side of the Romans – is seen in opposition to the parallel claim of the rebels to be supported by the divine συμμαχία. The Zealots would have liked to involve God and cause his active intervention in history through the revolt as happened on other occasions such as the Maccabean revolt55. However, from Josephus’ point of view, their actions instead led to a temporary denial of the pact with God. The rebels led the Jewish people into their “war theios” without taking into account that it is only God who has always had control of history and the destiny of his people and who decides the right καιρός to intervene.

c) The third and final point concerns the consideration of Josephus, a priest and Jew of the first century CE, regarding the history of his people. The entire history of the Jewish people is sacred because of the unique relationship between God and his people. However, if God is the auctor of history, after the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple, the place to find answers (and consolation) is the Scriptures, the source of divine revelation. According to Josephus, only the Scriptures could provide a framework for conceiving destruction as a necessary part of sacred history. God was indeed working toward a specific telos, namely the restoration of the relationship broken between him and his people because of the rebels’ ἀσέβεια. After the war, the image that the tragedy of 70 CE had not been beyond God’s control or plan would certainly have provided reassurance, answering the question of God’s role and relationship with his people. And Josephus, by then a diaspora Jew (defeated in war), through Bellum Iudaicum also provided an answer for his compatriots as part of a new world, the Roman Empire56.
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