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Preface and Acknowledgements 
 

The Faculty of Theology and the CISMOR research center started its academic 

cooperation with Leo Baeck College in London with the invitation of Rabbi Prof. 

Jonathan Magonet to lecture about Judaism at Doshisha University in 2009-10. At 

that time Rabbi Magonet was Emeritus Professor and principal of Leo Baeck College. 

Via the introduction of Prof. Magonet, we applied for the grant of “Young Scholars” 

with Rabbi Professor Marc Saperstein, who was then the principal of the College. As 

we received the governmental grant the two students who applied went to study and 

pursue their research at the College in London for various periods of time, studying 

and consulting on their research themes with the College’s specialists in their field. As 

of this year the principle of Leo Baeck College is Rabbi Dr. Deborah Kahn-Harris, 

who has supported our cooperation, and even participated in person at the London 

workshop, notwithstanding her very tight schedule.  

 

On February 28, 2013 we managed to hold a joint workshop with several of the 

scholars from Leo Baeck College. We had four papers read on that day, including 

those by the two young researchers from Doshisha, Ms. Aiko Kanda and Mr. Kotaro 

Hiraoka. The papers are hereby printed as the fruit of the discussions that enabled the 

young scholars to improve their papers. Additionally we are publishing the two papers 

read by the scholars from Leo Back College and Doshisha University. 

 

I wish to thank the past and present Leo Back principals, and also Rabbi Dr. Charles 

H. Middleburgh, the current Director of Jewish Studies at Leo Baeck College, who 

helped in arranging this successful workshop. 

 

We hope to continue our academic cooperation in future years. 

 

 

Professor Dr. Ada Taggar-Cohen, Editor 

Faculty of Theology and Core Researcher of CISMOR 

Doshisha University 

Kyoto,     July 23, 2013 
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Greetings to the Workshop 

 

Friends, Faculty and Colleagues from Doshisha University, 

 

It is my pleasure to welcome you to the first joint seminar between faculty and student 

representatives of the Leo Baeck College and Doshisha University. In addition to our 

two Japanese students from Doshisha I am delighted to welcome Professor Ada 

Taggar-Cohen, Professor of Bible and Ancient Near East, Jewish Studies and Modern 

Hebrew at the School of Theology, Doshisha University. 

 

The connection with Doshisha, first established by our revered former Principal, 

Rabbi Professor Jonathan Magonet, who I am delighted to see with us today, is one 

that the Leo Baeck College is especially happy to see strengthened this year with two 

Japanese PhD students studying at LBC for the first time. I hope very much that this 

will develop further in the future. 

 

The Leo Baeck College was established in 1956 in the name of the greatest 20th 

century leader of German Jewry before and during the Second World War, Rabbi Dr 

Leo Baeck. It inherited the traditions and spirit of the Berlin Hochshule fur das 

Wissenschaft des Judentums at which Baeck taught and which trained Progressive 

rabbis for the pre-war communities of Germany. Over the last fifty-seven years the 

College has trained nearly two hundred rabbis who serve on all the world’s continents 

but the largest number of whom work in the United Kingdom. Our faculty is 

composed of alumni who have specialised in various areas of Jewish scholarship and 

by outside academics, and our ethos is a liberal one inspiring open scholarly enquiry 

steeped in the best of Jewish tradition. 

 

I offer my best wishes to Aiko Kanda and Kotaro Hiraoka on the delivery of their 

seminar papers and wish you all a fulfilling and stimulating day. 

Rabbi Dr. Deborah Kahn-Harris 
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Papers’ Abstracts 

 

Martin Bubers’ understanding of The Maharal of Prague 
– People and Land in Early Modern Jewish Thought – 

Kotaro Hiraoka 
 
How can we understand the ethnicity of the Jewish people? Is it true that Judaism is to 
be understood as religious communities without ethnicity, spreading among nation-
states, as we see it for example in Islam or Christianity? Actually, the concept of the 
people,(”  ʭʲ ”) as an ethnic group, exists among Zionists and non-Zionist Jews alike. 
This sense of feeling as the people (”ʭʲʤ”), continued without that people dominance 
and possession of the Land (” ʤʵʸʠ ”). In modern times, the Zionists wanted to create 
their own nation-state but there were those who opposed this idea. Can we then speak 
of two different concepts of “ʭʲ” among Jews? Since, when we speak to Jews in 
Israel and in the Diaspora they seem to speak of one and the same “ʭʲ”? 
My treatment of the question is to study how Jewish thinkers thought about the people. 
In my presentation, I will try to clarify how Buber understood the thoughts of the 
Maharal of Prague (Judah Loew ben Bezalel) regarding the “people and the land”. 
 
 

Erets and Adam in Maimonides: 
According to the Guide of the Perplexed II:30 

Aiko Kanda 
 
In the Guide II:30, Maimonides gives his own exegesis on maҵaseh bereҴshit in 
Genesis chapters 1 and 2.  He interprets erets, in generic meaning, as four elements 
(i.e., air, fire, water and earth)� which exist below the moon, or, in particular meaning, 
as the earth among the heavenly spheres in relation to ha-shamayim.  Adam is the 
name of the first man which derived from adamah (soil), and it also designates the 
species of man (the Guide I:14).  He explains the creation story of Adam according to 
form and matter, which are elements of substance in Aristotelians’ sense, and 
maintains that Adam (man) as form, and Eva (woman) as matter, exist always together 
with, and are not separable.  In this short presentation, I will examine Maimonides’s 
understanding of erets and adam in the Guide II:30 and relevant chapters, and will try 
to present a hypothetical methodology concerning how to read the Guide 
systematically, by also referring to Maimonides’ other works. 
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Is there in the Hebrew Bible an Unconditional Covenant? 
A Glance at the Scriptures with Ancient Near Eastern Texts Stating the 

Promise of Land and Subservience to God 
Ada Taggar-Cohen 

 

In 1970 M. Weinfeld published an article titled “The Covenant of Grant in Old 

Testament and Ancient Near East” (JAOS 90), in which he suggested that the 

covenant between God and Abraham and between God and David were not of the 

conditional covenant type, but rather a covenant of “grant”. His study was based on 

Akkadian and Hittite texts. According to Weinfeld, these relations of Divine-Leaders 

were one-sided act of grace from the divine towards his chosen leaders. Weinfeld’s 

interpretation was generally accepted by biblical scholars, and was contested only 

once by Gary N. Knoppers (JAOS 16, 1996). However, the examination of Hittite 

texts of covenantal relations suggests that we cannot really speak of “a covenant of 

grant” in the full sense; obligations were always attached to the covenant, and the 

relations between the parties were always conditional. 

 

 

People and Land in Leviticus 25 – Synopsis 
Jonathan Magonet 

 
Chapter 25 of Leviticus deals with the concept of the Sabbatical and Jubilee years. It 

provides a context for two key theological statements defining the relationship 

between God and the land of Israel, and God and the Israelite nation. Various 

elements within the chapter underpin these two parallel relationships:  as Creator, God 

owns the land, so that Israelites cannot hold it in perpetuity but are to be considered as 

lease holders for a set period; as the one who redeemed Israel from Egyptian slavery, 

God by analogy “owns’ Israel as ‘servants/slaves’ (‘avadim), so that no Israelite can 

‘own’ a fellow Israelite in perpetuity. A further parallel is to be found in the 

documenting of two exceptions to these rules – Israelites may own in perpetuity 

houses found within walled cities; Israelites may own foreign-born slaves and pass 

them on to subsequent generations. 
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Preface 

I highly appreciate your participation in the symposium today. I would like to 

express my gratitude to Leo Baeck College for having given me the opportunity to be 

a research student here. Almost every morning, I was able to attend morning service 

(Shacharit ʺʩʸʧʹ), and it was very important for me to learn through this experience 

about daily Jewish prayer. I would like to express my gratitude mainly to two teachers, 

Rabbi Dr. Charles Middleburgh who helped us in arranging this symposium and Prof. 

Ada Taggar-Cohen who came especially from Japan to participate in it. 

 

1. Introducing the theme of the research 

First, I would like to describe the questions I’m asking in this research: How 

can the ethnicity of the Jewish people be understood? Is it true that Judaism is to be 

understood as religious communities without ethnicity, spreading among nation-states, 

as we see it for example in Islam or Christianity? Actually, the concept of the 

people,(”  ʭʲ ”) as an ethnic group, exists among Zionists and non-Zionist Jews alike. 

This sense of being a people (”ʭʲʤ”), continued without the dominance and 

possession of the Land (”ʵʸʠʤ”) by people. In modern times, the Zionists wanted to 

create their own nation-state but there were those who opposed this idea. Can we then 

speak of two different concepts of “ʭʲ” among Jews since when we speak to Jews in 

Israel and in the Diaspora, they seem to speak of one and the same “ʭʲ”?  

My treatment of the questions is to study what Jewish thinkers thought about 

the people. In my presentation, I will try to clarify how Martin Buber understood the 

thoughts of the Maharal of Prague (Judah Loew ben Bezalel) regarding “the people 

and the land”. 

 

2. A short biography of Martin Buber 

Martin Buber (1878-1965) is recognized as one of the major Jewish 

Philosophers of the 20

th

 century. He was born in Vienna and studied philosophy and 

the history of art at Berlin University. From 1923-1933, he taught religion and Jewish 
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ethics at Frankfurt University. Because of the rise of Nazism, Buber left Germany and 

arrived in Palestine in 1938. At the Hebrew University, he taught social philosophy 

and tried hard to spread Jewish culture to the Israeli public. 

Buber’s participation in the Zionist movement started in 1898.
1 

He was a 

representative figure, and people frequently asked him to make speeches in many 

conferences. As a Zionist, Buber objected to Political Zionism,
2
 especially to “Herzl’s 

emphasis on Realpolitik and his general conception of Zionist priorities”.
3
 In 1925, a 

group of intellectuals established an association called Berit Shalom.
4
 Berit Shalom 

focused on the idea of a bi-national state of Israel and Palestine and Buber actively 

participated in this group. 

 

3. Between People and its Land (ʥʶʸʠʬ ʭʲ ʯʩʡ  “Bein ұam le-artso”) 

Between People and its Land (BPL)
5
 was published in Jerusalem in 1944 

during Buber’s sixth year of residency in Palestine. It contains Buber’s interpretation 

of Jewish texts including the Bible, the Talmud, the Kuzari, the Zohar, the texts of 

Judah Loew ben Bezalel
6  and Rabbi Nahman of Bratsllav, and also the texts of 

Zionists such as, Moses Hess, Leo Pinskel, Theodore Herzl, Rav Kook and Ahron 

David Gordon. Buber originally published this book in Hebrew.
7
 The German version 

written by Buber was published in 1950 after the founding of the State of Israel 

(1948). BPL was translated from the German version into English by Stanley Godman 

and appeared in 1952. It is, in fact a small book, but we can consider it as the most 

important accomplishment in the late works of Buber who played an active role in 

Zionism from the time of his youth. 

In the Hebrew version, which was published first, there is a short preface by 

��������������������������������������������������������
1 Martin Buber, A Land of Two Peoples, Paul Mendes-Flohr (Editor) (Chicago: The University of 

Chicago Press, 2005) pp.24-25. 
2 Mendes-Flohr indicates that Buber had no monopoly within the Zionist movement on moral concern 

for the Arabs of Palestine. Martin Buber, A Land of Two Peoples, p.4. 
3 Martin Buber, A Land of Two Peoples, p.25. 
4 Mendes-Flohr describes the Brith Shalom as Buber’s term “Wirklichkeitszionismus [realistic Zionism]” 

(English Translation ‘realistic Zionism’ is added by the presenter). Martin Buber, A Land of Two 

Peoples, p.72. 
5 The title Between People and Its Land, is my translation from the original Hebrew version of the book. 

Martin Buber, Between People to its Land (Jerusalem, Schocken Publishing House, 1944: in Hebrew). 

The German title is Israel und Pawsslَstine – Zur Geschichte einer Idee. The title of the English 

Translation which was published in1952, is Israel and Palestine – the history of an idea. 
6 Stanley Goldman translated his name as the High Rabbi Liva. 
7 Buber published his articles and books in Hebrew especially from 1938 when he immigrated to 

Palestine. In 1941 He published in Hebrew Gogu-Magog and in1942 Torat ha-nevi’im.  



��������������� � �

ͳͶ�
�

Buber that does not exist in the other versions. I quote one sentence from the preface: 

“The aim of this Book is to clarify, by the consideration of intellectual history, to the 

man of Israel the roots of his being, and as a result to clarify also his task” (Martin 

Buber 1944: xiii).8 Many scholars studying Buber think it is enough to understand his 

ideas by reading his texts in German. I don’t have any doubt about the significance of 

his German texts, but if we don’t read and research his Hebrew texts we could miss, 

as the above omitted preface shows, part of Buber’s original reason for writing BPL. 

In this research, I am also interested in the ideas contained specifically within Buber’s 

Hebrew texts. Many scholars have researched Buber’s Thought from the perspectives 

of Philosophy and Sociology; in contrast to these predecessors, I will pay special 

attention to Buber as a commentator of Jewish texts.9 

 

4. A short biography of Maharal from Prague 

Maharal from Prague (Judah Loew Ben Bezalel, 1525 – 1609) was a rabbi, 

Talmudist, moralist and mathematician. From 1573 to 1584 he was in Prague. He was 

also chief rabbi in Prague in his later life. He is described in Encyclopaedia Judaica 

as follows:  

“Judah Loew was revered for his piety and asceticism. He was a great scholar, 
whose knowledge was not confined to religious subjects, but embraced 
secular studies as well, particularly mathematics. He was an outstanding 
personality, held in the highest repute by Jews and non-Jews alike”10.  

 
According to my understanding, recently, many people think of him as the creator of 

Golem (like clayey robot). The editor of Encyclopaedia Judaica laments over how 

Maharal is acknowledged and indicates that: “It is ironic that he is better known to 

later generations for the unfounded and atypical legend that he was creator of the 

famous Prague Golem (he seems not to have dealt with magic) than for his original 

and profound ideas”.11 My host family’s mother, Rabbi Alexandra Wright, who wrote 

her dissertation on Maharal, told me that until today, he hasn’t been discussed enough 

in academic fields. I think she is right in her understanding of the situation because 

��������������������������������������������������������
8 "ʤʦ ʸʴʱ ʬʹ ʥʺʩʬʫʺ ,ʸʩʤʡʤʬ ,ʧʥʸʤ ʺʥʣʬʥʺ ʺʰʩʧʡʮ ʯʥʩʲʤ ʪʸʣʡ ,ʥʺʩʥʤ ʩʹʸʹ ʺʠ ʬʠʸʹʩʮ ʭʣʠʬ ,ʥʣʩʷʴʺ ʺʠ ʪʫ ʪʥʺʮʥ"  
9 A few years ago a research group on Buber’s writings, of which I am a member, gathered together in 
Kyoto. We have been reading Buber’s work since the summer of 2008, and we started to read BPL 
about a year ago. Each of us approaches BPL from the language that is most comfortable for him or her. 
During our study we have found differences between the Hebrew, German and English versions. 
10  “Judah Loew (Liwa, Loeb) Ben Bezalel” Encyclopaedia Judaica, Volume 10, (Jerusalem: Keter 
Publishing House Jerusalem, 1972) p.375. 
11 “Judah Loew (Liwa, Loeb) Ben Bezalel” Encyclopaedia Judaica, Volume 10, p.379. 
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there is no additional change between the two editions of Encyclopaedia Judaica (first 

edition 1972, second edition 2007). 

 

5. Buber’s Understanding of Maharal 

Buber begins his chapter about Maharal with the theme of peoples’ rights as 

follows: 

Two hundred years before the French Revolution the basic rights of 

nations were expressed in a few clear-cut sentences which, in power and 

clarity of expression have not been surpassed since. They assert that every 

people has its own nature and its own form, that every people stands in its 

own power and ought not be subject to any other people, that every people 

has its natural dwelling-place and a right to live there, and it must be 

granted to every people to choose its own God according to its own way 

of thinking. But all this is not proclaimed as an agreed human statute, but 

as grounded in the order of the world itself, so that every trespass against 

it means a violation of the order of the world. (Buber 1952, 77)
12

 

 

We can understand this quotation as an abstract of Buber’s interpretation of Maharal. 

In Maharal’s chapter, Buber quotes several sentences from Maharal’s writings without 

referring to sources, that is to say, Maharal didn’t have “the proclamation” 

systematically like Buber asserts here, but several interpretations contain affirmations 

of people’s right. Furthermore, it’s important for me to know that in all Buber’s 

quotations from the writing of Maharal, the words ‘right’ (‘ʺʥʫʦ’ in singular form) or 

‘rights’ (‘ʺʥʩʥʫʦ’ in plural form) are not mentioned. By using Responsa Project (version 

18+) of Bar-Ilan University, I found 88 usages of ‘ʺʥʫʦ’ in the writing of Maharal, but 

no usage of ‘ʺʥʩʥʫʦ’ even once. Therefore, I undertook the next task of checking all 

usages. 

In this quotation, Buber speaks about people’s right in the context of world 

history and he takes Maharal as the first proclaimer of people’s right:  

The man who first formulated these sentences was neither a statesman nor 

a political expert, nor one of the great teachers of natural and international 

law. It was Rabbi Liva ben Bezalel whom the legend of the Prague ghetto 

describes as the creator and master of the mysterious ‘Golem’ and of 

whom it is reliably reported the Emperor Rudolf II summoned him, 

presumably to ask his advice about his experiments in alchemy.(Buber 

1952: 78)  

 

��������������������������������������������������������
12

 Martin Buber, Israel and Palestine – The History of an Idea, Stanley Godman (Editor) , (London: 

East and West Library, 1952). 
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According to Buber, Maharal is the founder of people’s right and for Buber, it was an 

element of surprise that a Jewish rabbi who wasn’t professional in nature in 

international law, proclaimed this right suddenly. In this quotation, Buber mentions 

the legend of Golem which tells us how the unfounded legend of Maharal was also 

spread in his time.  

In the next paragraph, Buber compares Maharal (1525-1609) and Christian 

thinkers; Niccolo Machiavelli (1469-1527), John Calvin (1509-1564) and Hugo 

Grotius (1583-1645). According to Buber, Maharal grasped nature and national 

existence in a different way from these thinkers. These three thinkers “all agree in 

regarding people and state as a unity; but within the unity, though in differing degrees, 

they show much greater interest in the state” (Buber 1952: 78). Buber explains 

Maharal’s position as follows: 

As against all these conceptions R. Liva affirms the nation as such, to 
which it is true that, so long as the world order is not disturbed, its own 
territory and independence do appertain, but which, if it has lost both, may 
be regarded merely as having fallen ill, as handicapped in its functioning, 
not as having been robbed of its essence and made incapable of fulfilling 
its specific tasks. (Buber 1952: 79) 

 

Buber thinks Maharal had specific theory which attached importance to people 

themselves in relation to the state. Furthermore, Buber adds that deprivation of a 

people’s own territory and independence doesn’t mean the loss of its essence.  

Buber explains, according to Maharal, the essential thing for Israel isn’t 

common with other nations. The essential thing which distinguishes Israel from 

other nations is ‘holiness’ “ʥʺʹʥʣʷ”. “But this uniqueness of Israel’s was built up 

on the basic quality which it shared with all other peoples, that of being a nation, 

and which conferred on it the rights and privileges of a nation” (Buber 1952: 80). 

Buber judges Maharal’s doctrine with a rational mind in the following sentences: 

In his exposition of the rights due to the Jewish people as to every other, he is 
a rationalist; where he reflects on what distinguishes this people generally 
from all others, he becomes an irrationalist. (Buber 1952: 81) 

 

Here follows 3 sentences that Buber quotes without referring to sources to explain 

people’s rights according to Maharal. 

¾ “It is not seemly that one people should subjugate another” (Buber 1952: 81) 

¾ “It is not in accordance with nature and the order of the world that one people 

should be under another” (Buber 1952: 81) 
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¾ “every existence has its own strength since it is not seemly for any existing being 

to be in another’s hands” (Buber 1952: 81) 

 

It seems to me that these 3 quotations all show antagonism towards hierarchical 

relationships between peoples, and also in every case of existence. I checked these 

quotations in the Responsa and I couldn’t find the last one in the Responsa. I 

emphasize sentences that Buber quoted, in bold letters. In the first quotation there is 

“  ʬʠʸʹʩ ʥʩʤʩʹ ʩʥʠʸʹ ʤʮ ʷʸ"ʵʸʠʤ ʩʩʥʢ ʬʲ ʯʥʩʬʲ" ”, and I understand this sentence as “Just 

what is appropriate that Israel will be, high above all the nations”. If my 

understanding of the sentence is correct, Maharal had unequal perspective between 

Israel and other nations. I’m not interested in criticizing this perspective of Maharal, 

but I am interested in the fact that Buber didn’t mention it in his book. I guess that 

maybe Buber didn’t accept this perspective and therefore tried to avoid it. 

Buber says that Maharal began his explanation about the relationship 

between Israel and its Land, with the order of the world: 

Every people has its natural place. According to the order established by 

God every people’s duty is to remain in its natural place; if it leaves it, 

then it cannot gain a footing anywhere else, for all other places are against 

and must remain against its nature. Only by returning to its own place can 

it find its way back again to the divine order. Israel’s natural place, 

however, is ‘the land of Israel’. (Buber 1952: 82) 

 

The order of the world is the divine order. According to this order, all peoples must 

stay in their natural place, and if they aren’t in their place, they must return to their 

land. By the way, Buber mentions Maharal’s emphatic rejection “all theories 

according to which Palestine is central in the geographical or astronomical sense as 

contradictory to the simplest cosmological facts, but he counters them with the 

doctrine that it is the center in an organic sense” (Buber 1952: 86). I designed the 

poster of today’s symposium that has Jerusalem in the center of the world map. This 

poster would be unacceptable to Maharal. 

According to Buber, Maharal’s doctrine is traditional and he interprets exile 

as punishment, but for him punishment is purification. Buber introduces two 

metaphors of Maharal about the purification:  

He sees it in two metaphors: the sufferings of the exile smelt the ore and 

separate the precious metal from the dross, they crush the olives and 

separate the oil from the waste. The transformation which takes place in 
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this separation is aimed at overcoming the above mentioned defect: the 
imperfection of the perfect kind which has broken out into sin. Thus is the 
way prepared for Israel’s rebirth. (Buber 1952: 84) 

 
In this quotation, the absence of Israel from its land is understood as a process of the 

purification of Israel. According to Buber, Maharal thought that there was a reason for 

the existence of Israel in exile where Israel resides in unnatural lands. The reason is 

the purification for rebirth. 

Buber is also interested in the Maharal’s assertion about the unity of Israel. I 

finish my presentation with the following long quotation about the unity: 

‘Dispersion is not in accordance with the Order of the existing world, it is 
therefore not right that a homogeneous being such as Israel, which is a 
homogeneous people, should remain dispersed.’13 All natural things are 
essentially concentrated in themselves, all streams flow to the sea, and all 
dispersion tends towards collection. But the people of Israel is essentially 
less divided and less differentiated than all other nations; hence it is 
especially fitting that it should be gathered together in complete 
concentration. The saying ‘All the people of Israel vouch for one another’ 
refers to this special quality of unity ‘which is to be found in no other 
nation’. Israel is like a man whose limbs all know when one of them is 
injured, for they are all One Body. That is why it is so all-important for 
Israel to maintain and strengthen its unity; for it is man’s duty to cooperate 
with God. (Buber 1952: 84 – 85) 

 
 

��������������������������������������������������������
13 “  ʤʩʤʩʹ ʺʥʠʩʶʮʤ ʸʣʱ ʩʴʬ ʥʰʩʠ ʸʥʦʩʴʤʸʦʥʴʮ ʣʧʠ ʭʲ ʭʤʹ ʬʠʸʹʩ ʥʮʫ ʣʧʠ ʸʡʣ ” (Buber 1944: 86) 
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Preface 

Moses Maimonides (Moshe ben Maimon, Hebrew acronym: Rambam, 1135-

1204) is one of the greatest thinkers of the medieval period. He worked as a Rabbi, a 

Jewish community leader, and a medical doctor and so worked not only as a scholar, 

but also as a practitioner in various fields. This, I believe, made all his works deep and 

full of insight in theological, philosophical, physical, and human matters. Maimonides’ 

most important philosophical work is ‘the Guide of the Perplexed’ (Arabic: DalƗlat 

al-ۊƗҴirƯn, Hebrew: Moreh nebukhim, Latin: Dux neutrorum), which is written in 

Judeo-Arabic and hereafter referred to as the Guide. Through studying his literary 

works, I am searching for a methodology in order to understand how Maimonides 

acknowledged God’s existence throughout his life, and how he attempted to come 

closer to God by trying to coordinate His revelation and human philosophy. I have 

been trying to read the Guide in its original Judeo-Arabic version,1 although for the 

most part I read it through the transliterated Arabic version. 2  It is true that 

Maimonides was greatly influenced by Islamic philosophers, such as al-FƗrƗbi, 

nevertheless, through reading his original Judeo-Arabic version, I came to recognise 

that the key terms in the Guide were not in Arabic, but in Hebrew, and were quoted 

either from the Tanakh or from rabbinical literature. These philosophical works 

written by Muslim philosophers, and which influenced Maimonides, were basically 

commentaries on Aristotle, which is to say he was influenced not by Islamic 

philosophy, but by Greek philosophy. It will be the next step to examine Muslim 

philosophers’ influence on Maimonides, thus in this workshop, I would like to present 

my hypothetical method for reading Maimonides’ Guide systematically. 

 

 

��������������������������������������������������������
1 Moshe ben Maimon, DalƗlat al-ۊƗҴirƯn, ed. S. Munk. Defus Azriel, Yerushalaim, 1930. 
2 MǌsƗ ibn Maymǌn, DalƗlat al-ۊƗҴirƯn, ed. and translit. H. ƖtƗy, Maktabat al-ThaqƗfa al-DƯnƯya, al-
QƗতira. 
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1. A Prior Condition for Understanding Maimonides’s Guide 

The Guide part III chapter 51 is, as Maimonides wrote, ‘a kind of epilogue,’ 

that is, readers of the Guide can expect that this chapter must be what Maimonides 

intended to convey to his readers. At the beginning of this chapter, he presents a 

famous parable to indicate a way to God. As you can see from this chart (Chart 1), 

Maimonides’ prior condition for reaching God is to have belief in God because 

Maimonides states that a person without that belief is a person who is ‘outside of the 

city.’ Thus it can be said that the basic idea of understanding Maimonides’ thought 

must be this basic belief in God. I also assume that this condition is identical with his 

famous ‘13 Principles’ in Helek Sanhedrin chapter 10 (Table 1). In the last part of 

Helek Sanhedrin chapter 10, he wrote: ‘When a man believes in all fundamental 

principles, and his faith is thus clarified, he is then part of that “Israel”.’3 Therefore, it 

can be concluded that all people who has belief in this basic principles of religion can 

enter the city, which means, they will be able to have a share in the world to come, 

and this could be the very base for understanding Maimonides’s Guide. 

 

2. Key Concepts of Understanding the Guide 

Through reading Maimonides’ Guide, I gradually came to notice that there 

must be a methodology to understand his treatise. He gives us instructions on how to 

read the Guide’ at the beginning of it, and also in the introduction to each part. Firstly, 

I shall look at the very beginning of the Guide. This is a quotation from his guidance: 

‘The truth should be established in your mind according to the proper methods and 

that certainty should not come to you by accident.’4 This passage leads us to suppose 

that the Guide is written based on a systematic method, thus we need to follow ‘a 

proper method’ to understand it. What therefore is ‘a proper method’?  He indicates 

that the very basic requirement for understanding the Guide is to have an intellectual 

belief in God, and he emphasises the necessity of mastering both natural science and 

divine science. He wrote as follows: ‘Now this can come about only after the adoption 

of intellectual beliefs, the first of which being His apprehension, may He be exalted, 

according to our capacity. This, in its turn, cannot come about except through divine 

science, and this divine science cannot become actual except after a study of natural 
��������������������������������������������������������
3 Maimonides, ‘Helek Sanhedrin, Chapter 10,’ ed. I. Twersky, A Maimonides Reader, Behrman House, 
Springfield, N.J., 1972, p.422. 
4 Moses Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed, trans. S. Pines, the University of Chicago Press, 
Chicago and London, 1963, p. 4. 
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science.’5 Moreover, he insists on the necessity of mastering his readers’ grammatical 

knowledge. He continues: ‘Know that the key to the understanding of all that the 

prophets, peace be on them, have said, and to the knowledge of its truth, is an 

understanding of the parables, of their import, and of the meaning of the words 

occurring in them.’6 This leads us to acknowledge that mastering the art of rhetoric is 

inevitable if the esoteric aspects of the Guide are to be understood. 

Furthermore, he gives us advice on how to understand his writing, that is, the 

Guide is written systematically.  He wrote as follows: ‘…and when reading a given 

chapter, your intention must be not only to understand the totality of the subject of 

that chapter, but also to grasp each word that occurs in it in the course of the speech, 

even if that word does not belong to the intention of the chapter. For the diction of this 

Treatise has not been chosen at haphazard, but with great exactness and exceeding 

precision, and with care to avoid failing to explain any obscure point.’7 Through this 

guideline, we understand that we need to pay attention to the exact and various 

meanings of each key term in each chapter. Lastly, I would like to explain the goal of 

the Guide for readers. Maimonides wrote in the introduction to the first part of the 

Guide as follows: ‘Or rather its purpose is to give indications to a religious man for 

whom the validity of our Law has become established in his soul and has become 

actual in his belief – such a man being perfect in his religion and character, and 

having studied the sciences of the philosophers and come to know what they signify.’8 

From this quotation, it can be concluded that Maimonides’ intention is to guide people 

who wish to integrate their knowledge of religious Law with that of philosophy in 

perfect harmony. This must be the final goal for all readers of the Guide. 
 

3. Basic Grammatical Knowledge for Understanding the Guide 

It is not certain that Treatise on Logic was written by Maimonides. Herbert 

Davidson is critical of attributing Treatise on Logic to Maimonides’ authentic works.9 

I hold the same opinion because I do not recognise any ‘Jewishness’ in this text. 

However, I still consider Treatise on Logic is an important text to understand the 

Guide because it gives us basic grammatical knowledge of his day, that is, in the 
��������������������������������������������������������
5 Ibid., p. 9. 
6 Ibid., pp. 10-11. 
7 Ibid., p. 15. 
8 Ibid., p. 5. 
9 H. A. Davidson,. Moses Maimonides: the Man and His Works, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2005, 
pp. 313-322. 
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medieval period. Israel Efros, a translator of Treatise on Logic into English, 

comments that the first eight chapters and the last chapter [chapter 14] of Treatise on 

Logic seem to follow al-GhazƗlƯi, and the remaining five chapters [chapter 9 to 13] 

seem to follow al-FƗrƗbi.
10

 Since Maimonides holds al-FƗrƗbi’s writings in high 

esteem, especially his commentary on Aristotle, I would like to quote a section from 

chapter 13 of Treatise on Logic. 

‘Words are in all languages necessarily divided into three classes; distinct, 

synonyms and homonyms.  When several words have the same meaning they 

are synonyms, when one words has several meanings, it is a homonym, and 

when different words have different meanings, they are distinct….The 

homonyms are divided into six classes; absolute homonyms, univocals, 

amphibolous terms, terms used in general and in particular, metaphorical 

terms, and extended terms….A term used in general and in particular is one 

that designates any species by the name of its genus, e.g., the word kǀkab 

applied to any star of heaven, though it is the name of one of the seven 

planets (Mercury), and the word hashish in Arabic given to all kinds of grass 

and to the yellow flower used in dyeing.  The metaphorical term is a name 

which in the original use the language came to denote, and to be fixed 

permanently in a certain object, and afterwards it was given but not 

permanently to another object, e.g., the name ‘lion’ given to one of the 

animal species, but sometimes also to a man of might, and the name ‘sea’ by 

which a generous person is sometimes called.  Poets use many such terms….’ 
11

 

 

Through this quotation, it can be pointed out that the above grammatical knowledge is 

essential for understanding Maimonides’ writings because he makes full use of the art 

of rhetoric in the Guide. Without understanding such rhetoric, it will be very difficult 

for readers to understand the esoteric meanings of the Guide. I will mention this point 

later in the last part of my presentation. 

 

4. Basic Knowledge of Natural Science 

Eight Chapters (Shemonar Peraqim), which is an introduction to Avot in 

Commentary to Mishnar, is usually categorised as an ethical writing of Maimonides. 

This treatise is an essential text for understanding his medical writings. And it is also 

a crucial text for understanding the Guide because most of this treatise deals with 

human souls, and it is indispensable to comprehend human souls in order to examine 

Maimonides’ understanding of man and human nature. He explains ‘human souls’ as 

��������������������������������������������������������
10

 Moses Maimonides, Maimonides’ Treatise on Logic (MaqƗla fƯ ܈inƗҵat al-manܒiq), ed, I. Efros, 

American Academy for Jewish Research, New York, 1938, p. 21. 
11

 Ibid., pp. 59-60. 
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follows: ‘I say that the soul has five faculties; the nutritive, the sensitive, the 

imaginative, the appetitive, and the rational…Reason, that faculty peculiar to man, 

enables him to understand, reflect, acquire knowledge of the sciences, and to 

discriminate between proper and improper actions.…. Know, however, that the soul, 

whose faculties and parts we have described above, and which is a unit, may be 

compared to matter in that it likewise has a form, which is reason. If the form does not 

communicate its impression to the soul, then the disposition existing in the soul to 

receive that form is of no avail, and exists to no purpose,…’12 Here, Maimonides 

explains that a human soul is ‘matter’ in Aristotelian sense, thus a human soul needs 

to acquire ‘form’, that is, reason. ‘Matter’ always exists together with ‘form’, which 

means, a human soul requires reason to exist in a human body. This is Maimonides’ 

basic idea of human souls, and it can be said that this understanding is an essential 

element when examining Maimonides’ understanding of God’s creature, which will 

be explained in next section. 

 

5. Understanding Erets through Knowledge of Logic 

As mentioned in the previous section, homonymous terms can be used in 

both general and particular senses. I would like to explain this point through 

explaining the term Erets based on the knowledge of logic. Let me quote a paragraph 

from the Guide II:30. 

‘Among the things you ought to know is that earth is an equivocal term used 
in a general and a particular sense. In a general sense it is applied to all that is 
beneath the sphere of the moon, I mean the four elements.13 In a particular 
sense it is applied to one element, the last among them, namely, earth….That 
also is a great secret; namely, wherever you find him saying, God named 
something thus, he does this in order to differentiate between the particular 
notion envisaged and the other notion equally signified by the term. For this 
reason I have interpreted to you the verse (Gen. 1:1) as follows: In the origin 
God created what is high and what is low. Hence the earth mentioned in the 
first place is what is low—I mean to say the four elements—whereas the 
earth of which it is said, And God called the dry land Earth (Gen.1:10) , is 
the element earth alone.’14 
 

��������������������������������������������������������
12 Moses Maimonides, Eight Chapters on Ethics, ed, J. I.Gorfinkle, Borderstone Press, Mountain Home, 
AR, 2010, pp. 38-44. 
13 The four elements are earth, water, air (spirit), and fire (darkness), which exist between the Earth and 
the moon. 
14 Moses Maimonides, the Guide, pp. 350-351. 
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Through this quotation, we can find that earth in Genesis chapter one can be 

interpreted both in the general sense and in the particular sense. Firstly, ‘earth’ in 

Genesis 1:1 can be interpreted as a general term, that is, four elements, namely, earth, 

water, air (spirit) and fire (darkness), which are pure spiritual elements existing 

between the Earth and the moon. And secondly, ‘Earth’ in Genesis 1:10 can be 

interpreted as a particular term, namely, the planet Earth itself. 

 

6. Understanding Adam through Knowledge in Natural Science 

In the Guide II:30, Maimonides emphasises the meaning of the Hebrew 

preposition ‘eth’ (with) as follows. 

‘Among the things you ought to know is the fact that the Sages have 
explicitly stated in a number of passages that the word eth figuring in his 
words, eth hash-shamayim ve-eth ha-aretz (Gen.1:1), has in that verse the 
meaning: with.  They mean by this that He created together with the heavens 
all that is in heaven and together with the earth all that is in the earth… 
Accordingly everything was created simultaneously; then gradually all things 
became differentiated.’15 

 

Maimonides emphatically explains that heaven and earth were created at the same 

time. This ‘togetherness’ is important to understand the creation story of Adam.  

Again, let me quote the specific part from the Guide II:30. 

‘One of these dicta is their saying16 that Adam and Eve were created together, 
having their backs joined, and that this being was divided and half of it, 
namely, Eve, taken and brought up to [Adam].  The expression, one of his 
ribs (Gen.2:21), means according to them one of his side…Understand in 
what way it has been explained that they were two in a certain respect and 
that they were also one; as it says: bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh 
(Gen.2:23).’17 

 

Through this quotation, we comprehend that Adam and Eve were created 

together, which means, they are one, and are not separable. Let me examine this 

quotation through another chapter (III:8).  The passage is as follows: 

‘All bodies subject to generation and corruption are attained by corruption 
only because of their matter; with regard to form and with respect to the 
latter’s essence, they are not attained by corruption, but are 
permanent….How extraordinary is what Solomon said in his wisdom when 
likening matter to a married harlot (Prov. 6:26), for matter is in no way 

��������������������������������������������������������
15 Ibid., p. 350. 
16 Cf. Genesis Rabbah 8:1, B.T. Erubin 18a. 
17 Ibid., pp. 355-356. 
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found without form and is consequently always like a married woman who is 
never separated from a man and is never free….Similarly every living being 
dies and [or] becomes ill solely because of its matter and not because of its 
form…’18 

 

Through this quotation, we comprehend that Eve or woman can be understood as 

‘matter’ in the Aristotelian sense, thus Eve is not separable from Adam, namely, ‘form’ 

of every human being. To clarify this point, let me quote another sentence from 

another chapter (I:17). 

‘Thus Plato and his predecessors designated Matter as the female and Form 
as the male.  Now you know that the principles of the existents subject to 
generation and corruption are three: Matter, Form and Particularized 
Privation, which is always conjoined with Matter.’19  

 

We find here the influence of Neoplatonic philosophers on Maimonides. It is not 

today’s subject to examine the influence of Neoplatonists, however, the influence of 

Neoplatonists’ ideas on Maimonides’ philosophical writings is still worth mentioning.  

Nevertheless, it is very important to understand that Eve, or woman, is matter, and 

Adam, or man, is form, and these two are inseparable, and always exist together. The 

above is Maimonides’ understanding of Adam in the Guide part II, chapter 30. 

 

7. Conclusion 

Through the above description, I have presented a kind of hypothetical 

methodology for understanding Maimonides’ the Guide of the Perplexed. I mentioned 

three points. The first point is that it is necessary for readers of the Guide to master 

basic knowledge of Jewish beliefs, logic, and natural science in order to understand 

the Guide. This is because Maimonides wrote the Guide based on this systematic 

knowledge, and without this basic knowledge, those readers might miss a point and 

might come to a wrong conclusion. The second point is that it is not enough to 

understand the Guide by reading only a few specific chapters. Readers of the Guide 

are required to pay attention to each key term with great care, by reading not only 

from that specific chapter, but also from other chapters. The reader might otherwise 

be perplexed and unable to grasp the esoteric meanings of the Guide. The third point 

is that to understand the Guide, readers are required to master basic Aristotelian 

��������������������������������������������������������
18 Ibid., pp. 430-431. 
19 Ibid., p. 43. 
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philosophy. Without having knowledge of Aristotelian philosophy, those readers 

cannot understand Maimonides’ intention, and therefore might come to a wrong 

conclusion. In the next phase, I hope to examine these hypotheses in order to present 

‘my original guide’ for reading Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed systematically. 
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Chart 1: 7 Steps to reach God (from the Guide III:51) 
 

 [Outside of the City] 1st step: Unbeliever 
 
 [Inside of the City] 2nd Step: Heresy 

3rd Step: General Public 
� � � � �               4th Step: Halakhist, Masters of Mathematics, Logic and Ethics 

 
                  [Inside of the Palace: Corridor] 5th Step: Masters of Physics who speculate 

the Fundamental Principles of Religion 
 

� �      [Inside of the Palace: Inner Courtyard] 
 

� �  6th Step: Masters of Metaphysics� 7th Step: Prophets who attend 
 Lord’s Council 

 
 
 
 
 
 
A. Kanda, ‘A Transitional Path to God in Maimonides – The Guide of the Perplexed III: 

51—,’ Studies in Medieval Thought, Vol. 53, 2011, p. 124 (in Japanese). 
 
 
 
Table 1: 13 Principles of Judaism (from Helek Sanhedrin, Ch. 10) 

1) God does exist. 

2) God is one. 

�
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3) God is incorporeal. 

4) God is eternal. 

5) God is only one to be worshiped. 

6) Prophets’ human intellect adheres to the Active Intellect. 

7) Moses is the chief of all prophets. 

8) The Torah is from God. 

9) The Torah is unchangeable. 

10) God knows everything. 

11) Rewards and punishments. 

12) The Messiah will come. 

13) The resurrection of the dead. 
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Preface 

The concept of covenant in the Hebrew Bible, expressed by the word bérit 

ʺʩʸʡ, has a long history in biblical scholarship of the 19-20th centuries. The bérit was 

tackled from historical, social, ritual, political and theological perspectives, and it 

seems still to be an issue for constant debate and discussion. Some scholars, such as 

Noel Weeks, maintain that to understand bérit we must look into various ANE 

documents;2 others, such as Richard J. Bautch,3 deny a direct influence of such texts, 

but accept them “inasmuch as they contain elements of conventional traditions that 

may be identified piecemeal in a biblical text” (italics are mine). Bautch adds that 

“These elements are frequently expressed in the language of relationship, specifically 

kinship”. 4  

I wish to present herewith two points following on from the insights of 

Weeks and Bautch. I will first present some new data for consideration in the 

comparison with Hittite evidence regarding the concept of “covenant”, and then will 

point to the issue of kinship and its place in the relationship between the divine, the 

king and the people of the covenant in the Hebrew Bible. Within these special 

relationships, the issue of “unconditional covenant” that has been discussed for more 

than a decade will be addressed. Hittite texts of “loyalty-setting relationship” - in 

��������������������������������������������������������
1 This paper relies on the outcome of my research published in Ada Taggar-Cohen, “Biblical covenant 
and Hittite isۊiul reexamined.”  Vetus Testamentum  61,3 (2011) pp. 461-488. For the Hittite texts see 
pp. 463-465. 
2 Noel Weeks, Admonition and Curse: The Ancient Near Eastern Treaty/Covenant Form as a Problem 
in Inter-Cultural Relationships (JSOTSS 407, London, 2004). As Weeks indicates the majority of 
treaty texts come from the Hittite kingdom, that is the period between 1650-1180. 
3 Richard J. Bautch, Glory and Power, Ritual and Relationship: The Sinai Covenant in the Postexilic 
Period (Library of Hebrew Bible/OTS 471, New York, 2009). For an earlier treatment of Second 
Temple bérit see: Stanley E. Porter and Jacqueline C.R. de Roo, The Concept of the Covenant in the 
Second Temple Period (Supp. To the JSJ 71; SBL, Atlanta, 2003). 
4 Bautch, ibid, pp. 37-38. 
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Hittite išېiul - have been known for more than a century,5 but have recently been 

divided into two distinct categories:  

1) Political legal alliance – treaties - between the Hittite king and his vassals. 

2) Hittite instructions texts, which concern royal administration. 

Both kinds of text titled in Hittite išېiul present a legal procedure through which the 

Hittite king obtained the loyalty of his servants; in other words, they create a bond 

between servant and master via a solemn oath prescribed in a written text that 

includes a detailed description of their political or professional duties. 

 

1.   The išېiul-texts and the Hittite king 

In both, išېiul treaty or instructions cases, the Hittite king was regarded as 

the initiating party, that is to say the one who is setting up the relationship. The 

relationship, in both genres, derives from the Hittite understanding of social 

hierarchy based on the legal authority; the king is at the top of the hierarchy on earth, 

under the supervision of the divine world, and all the rest are his subordinates.  

The relationship between the Hittite king and the divine world is parallel to 

the relationship between the king and his subordinates. They are all in servitude to a 

higher stratum. The servitude of the Hittite king to his gods is termed as “servant”, 

whereas his installation by the gods is termed as LÚmaniyaېېatalla- meaning 

“administrator” and showing that the position of the king is at the top of the gods’ 

administrative system on earth. The administrative post of the king relates directly to 

the land he receives from the gods to administer. Thus rulership goes hand in hand 

with divine land allotment. Within the administrative hierarchy the king allots lands 

and posts to his servants. This act of allotment termed as išېiul derives from the legal 

authority of the divine world granted to the king.6  

A similar description of the granting of land and position to the Hittite king, 

is found in the Hittite prayer to the Sun-God who is responsible for the law on earth: 

O Sun God, my lord, just lord of judgment, king of heaven and earth! You 
are ruling the lands, and setting the boundaries, and you are giving victory. 
You are just and merciful. [….] O Sun God, great king, your father Enlil has 
put the four corners of the land into your hand.7  

��������������������������������������������������������
5 And compared with biblical covenant by G. E. Mendenhall, “Covenant Forms in Israelite Tradition” 
BA 17 (1954), 50-76. 
6 For a new detailed description of the Hittite texts see Ada Taggar-Cohen, ibid, footnote 1. 
7 Itamar Singer, Hittite Prayers (edited by H.A. Hoffner, Jr. ; Writings from the Ancient World, 11), 
Atlanta, GA.: Society of Biblical Literature, 2002), 36. 
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In the same way the king’s prayer says: “the gods distributed the lands, but in attuša 

they placed the great throne, so that Labarna, the king [might sit on it]”  

(KUB 2.2 ii 43). 

 

2.  Hittite išېiul- texts and the concept of kinship 

The concept of kinship is extremely important in the description of the 

relationships between the divine world and the Hittite king. The king’s connections to 

the gods is based on two grounds: 1) his being legally adopted by the gods and 2) his 

being a servant to the gods as a priest, which means his servitude to the divine world 

is considered on the basis of his correct worship of the gods. The gods constantly 

judge the king’s servitude, and if he is found to have sinned, that is not serving the 

gods as expected of him, he is punished. His punishment could be personal, such as 

falling ill, or national, such as losing parts of the territory allotted to him previously 

by the gods.  

The king is considered to be an adopted son of the gods, and in this role is 

allowed to inherit the land (=kingdom) allotted to him by the divine world. He is thus 

termed as a son of the god, and is regarded as a relative of the gods’ family. The 

Hittite king then distributes responsibility of rulership to his subjects, starting with the 

royal family - wife, sons, and larger family – and ending with other servants such as 

local rulers and temple personnel. 

The meaning of “servitude” in Hittite culture is expressed in a very clear way 

in the text of the išېiul to the Temple Personnel (CTH 264). I quote from paragraph 

§2 lines 21-33:   

Is the soul of a human and of the gods any different? No!   
This certainly (is) not (the case)! 
The soul, however, is one and the same. When a slave is present in front of 
his master, he (is) washed, and he has dressed clean (clothes).  Either he 
gives him to eat, or he gives him to drink. Since that master of his usually 
eats or drinks, he is relaxed in his soul, and for that he is attached to him 
(=slave). When, however, he (=slave) is ever negligent, (even) then, he 
(=master) is not displeased (with him). 
Is the soul of the gods any different? If at some point the slave angers his 
master, either they kill him, or they may maltreat (=injure) his nose, his eyes 
(and) his ears. Or he (=master) [will sei]ze him, his wife, his children, his 
brother, his sister, his in-laws, his family, either his male slave or his female 
slave. They (may) only call him over, and they  (may) do [no]thing to him. 
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But, whenever he dies, he will not die alone; his family is together with him.8 
 

The concept of servitude presented in this text, as the Hittites understood it, is direct 

service to the lord and total submission to him. The life of the servant and his entire 

possessions (including family, household and other possessions) is in the hands of the 

lord. If the sin is against the gods, their punishment can be very severe. This rule is 

applicable not only to the subordinate to the Hittite king but to the king himself as the 

servant of the gods.  

 

3.  The išېiul-texts and the Biblical Covenant with YHWH 

I would like at this point to turn to the biblical texts. I will start by comparing 

the Hittite texts of išېiul genre with the biblical texts of covenant, leaving aside the 

“political” covenants between human beings and concentrating on the covenant 

between YHWH and Abraham, David, Moses/Joshua and the people of Israel.9  

The išېiul was a legal procedure through which the Hittite king obtained the 

loyalty of his servants. Its foundational concept therefore, was the legal relationship 

between kingship and the divine on the one hand and the king and his kingdom’s 

social and political structure on the other. As presented above, the išېiul-texts were 

divided by the Hittites into two main categories of texts representing two aspects: 

treaties for governing autonomous political rulers/powers, and instructions for royal 

serving classes. In both cases it represented the idea of creating and ensuring loyalty; 

the written text is necessary and is accompanied by an oath. These are two separate 

components of validating the agreement; one is the written text, the other, the taking 

of an oath, which might well be mentioned in the text itself. In the Hittite case, these 

relationships were created with the consent of the divine world, and their validation 

thus came through the oath. If an oath was not taken before the divine the išېiul was 

not valid. 

Since the divine in the biblical case is a party to the relationship, it has been 

understood by scholars that YHWH is in parallelism to the king in the Hittite texts. 

However, the relationship between the Hittite divine and the Hittite king is very 

similar to the one described in the biblical texts regarding the relations between 

��������������������������������������������������������
8 See for the text Ada Taggar-Cohen, Hittite Priesthood (Texte der Hethiter 26;  Heidelberg, Winter 
Verlag, 2006), 71. 
9 The comparison is a conceptual and not a literary one, as been done in the past. 
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YHWH and the Israelite kings, especially that of kings David and Solomon and their 

descendants. This divine-king relationship, termed bérit in the Bible, received no title 

in the Hittite texts except for the description “master-servant” relations. The master-

servant relationship in the biblical texts appears in the approach of the king to God by 

the title the king uses for himself ‘ebed “servant” and YHWH ʯʥʣʠ (c. 2Sam 7:5 on). 

See especially the adoptive status conferred upon Solomon 2Sam. 7:14 “I will be a 

father to him, and he shall be a son to Me”; Ps. 2:7 “Let me tell of the decree: the 

LORD said to me, ‘You are My son, I have fathered you this day’”.  This clearly 

correlates the relationship between the Hittite king and his god(s) mentioned below. 

If we thus look carefully into the biblical texts referring to bérit we find the 

texts speaking of covenants which are actual political treaties (Gen. 21; 1Sam. 11:1; 

1kings 5:26; 1Kings 15:19; 1Kings 20:34 and passim ), while at the same time we find 

the term bérit referring to the divine and the king, and to the divine and the Israelite 

people through a mediator such as Moses/Joshua or the king.  

The biblical covenant with YHWH was not a mere theological idea dressed 

in political terminology, but rather part of the legal practice of the ANE, as can be 

seen from the Hittite evidence. Both the Hittite išېiul and biblical bérit are forms of 

legal relationships meant to induce loyalty, and include mutual understanding of 

ownership and rights. Their basic components are land allotment, the divine, the king 

and the people. In both cases it is believed that the land belongs to the divine, and is 

bestowed under certain conditions of management. In the case of the Hittite king, he 

was given the land to administer as long as he served and pleased the gods. This is 

exactly the case of the biblical concept of good and evil kings and good and evil Israel. 

In the Hittite texts the prayer of Arnuwanda and Ašmunikal represent the loss of lands 

as the result of misconduct (CTH 375)10. The case of the misconduct of Solomon and 

his son caused the loss of the northern kingdom for the House of David. The 

misconduct of the Israelites cost them to lose their land and be sent into exile.  

Among the Hittite texts we have the relationships of god and king as well as 

King and subordinate king or people. Among the treaties-texts there is one between 

Suppiluliuma I and ukkana of ayaša, (CTH 42) where the people of the land of 

ayaša play an important role in the treaty. Another is the treaty between a Hittite 

��������������������������������������������������������
10 Itamar Singer, ibid, pp. 40-43. 
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king and the people of Ismeriga (CTH 133) where there is no king or ruler to 

represent the people.  

What I actually point to in these comparisons is that we should not look for 

exact parallelism between the biblical covenant and the išېiul since the išېiul-texts 

themselves are not one and the same text, but have variations. It is the main concept 

behind the išېiul and the covenant, which should be compared, and the way in which 

that concept has been put into use. Following the above description I suggest seeing 

the išېiul-instructions more in coherence with the biblical covenant. 

The Hittite king created a system of power delegation for his administration 

set down in loyalty-creating išېiul- texts, either in the form of instructions or treaty 

texts. Similarly, in the case of the biblical bérit, God takes the kings and the people to 

be his servants, and grants occupation and rule of the land under conditions of loyalty. 

Indeed in that regard the God of the Israelites is equal to the Great King, in the Hittite 

case the Great king of attuša.11 The bérit in the Bible is created through a patriarch 

or a political-religious leader. The leader requires the loyalty of the people, both to 

himself and to God. This is the case in Ex. 19-24 and Joshua 24. In both texts the 

leaders establish a new social order by imposing legal terms. We must not ignore the 

leaders in these cases. YHWH says to Moses at the concluding of the covenant (Ex 

34:27): “write these words, for in accordance with these words I have made a 

covenant with you and with Israel”. I would like to emphasize the distinction here 

between “you”, where the addressee is Moses, and Israel. Just like the Hittite kings, 

both leaders of Israel are mediators between the divine world and the society they lead. 

Moses is clearly a political as well as a religious-priestly leader. Joshua is portrayed in 

chapter 24 both as a political leader, who summons the political leadership of the 

nation, and as a religious figure, presenting himself as the head of the house loyal to 

YHWH (Josh. 24:15).12 

��������������������������������������������������������
11 For an attempt to evaluate the metaphor of YHWH as king in the biblical texts without comparison to 
ANE material see Marc Z. Brettler, God is King: Understanding an Israelite Metaphor (JSOTSS 76, 
Sheffield, Sheffield Academic Press, 1989). All the titles relegated to a king used for YHWH are 
discussed, such as  ʪʬʮ, ʣʩʢʰ,  ʤʲʥʸ, etc. and he concludes saying (p.159) “If the entire vocabulary used 
of God were distinct to him, he would be ‘incomparable’, but also not grounded in human experience, 
and therefore , not understandable. For this reason, biblical rhetoric uses language tipically belonging 
to the human sphere and applies it to God”. However in my understanding, still the biblical authors 
understood YHWH as a Great King. 
12 Joshua in this regard is fulfilling the role of Moses as a prophet, since Joshua does not act like a 
priest in any of his appearances as mediator.   
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Both impose on the Israelites an išېiul-like covenant, which includes an 

endowment of land given to the servants of the specific lord, the god YHWH. This 

covenant is more like the instructions text type of išېiul  than a political treaty, since 

it includes the laws that are instructions on how the people should accomplish their 

tasks as servants of the specific lord YHWH. This is true especially in regard to the 

Exodus text where the laws are drafted (Ex. 20-23) following the oath-taking and the 

appearance of the divine (Ex. 19). At the same time these instructions, rules or laws, 

are the basis for social construction and thus administration of the living society of 

the Israelites. 

If one looks at the rules and laws in the instructions to the Hittite Temple 

personnel (text CTH 264), it can be seen that they also receive rules demanding 

certain conduct as a temple society. The demand for purity and care of the cult and 

its paraphernalia, as well as honesty and integrity cover a large range of social 

conduct.13 

In Exodus and Joshua the leaders, acting as mediators, expected to receive 

the loyalty of the people in return. In both cases the covenant, like the išېiul, is 

imposed with a written text. In both cases there is an introduction or a prologue to 

the covenant, which is “the occasion for the imposition” of loyalty as in the išېiul 

instructions to the priesthood especially in a text to the priesthood of the town of 

Šamuপa. 14  The prologue gives validity to the text as a legal commitment. The 

“historical prologue” as this introduction is termed for the išېiul-treaties is not 

included for motivation of obedience, although it might create such an impression, 

but is rather a part of the legal concept behind the loyalty act. It should be compared 

with regular transaction contracts, even contracts such as those concerning the 

selling of property. The history of the property is drafted at the beginning of the 

contract, and the reason for the transaction and the inclination of the owner, is 

drafted as well. This gives validity to the reality of the transaction and to the fact that 

it is done honestly. Thus the “historical prologue” is a formal legal necessity for the 

drafted treaty text. The case of a breach of loyalty would be judged later by the 

divine court to determine whether one of the parties had violated its terms. Just as in 

legal transactions the written validated tablet/text would have been presented to the 
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13 See Ada Taggar-Cohen, Hittite Priesthood, pp. 107-139. 
14 Ada Taggar-Cohen, “Covenant Priesthood: Cross-Cultural Legal and Religious Aspects of Biblical 
and Hittite Priesthood” in: Priests and Levites in History and Tradition, (eds.) Mark Leuchter and 
Jeremy Hutton (Ancient Israel and Its Literature series; Atlanta: SBL, 2011) pp. 11-24. 
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court with witnesses, thus the išېiul treaties are presented to the gods, as could very 

well have been the case with išېiul-instructions texts (these texts were found in the 

magazines of the Great Temple at attuša.) The Israelite covenant has its place in 

both the human as well as the divine world. Since the covenant is with the god, and 

the god himself will pass judgment on its violation, there are extra witnesses such as 

nature,15 but above all, there is the written text dictated by the leader to the people 

(Ex. 31:18, 32:15-16, Joshua 24:26). 

 

4.   Biblical Covenant Traditions and their Conditionality 

In biblical research it is common to observe two traditions in the biblical 

covenant – the Moses (Sinai) covenant, which is thought to represent the northern 

tradition of Israel, and the Davidic tradition, which is the southern, Judean covenant 

that prevailed with the house of David. The first one is seen as conditional whereas 

the other one, the Davidic covenant, is seen as unconditional. The Hittite material here 

might be helpful in adding some perspectives to this subject. 

In an article published in 1970 Moshe Weinfeld took up the topic of the Sinai 

vs. Davidic covenant traditions and interpreted the Davidic covenant as an 

unconditional one, on the basis of comparison with the Mesopotamian royal grants, 

which were known at that time. 16  To the Davidic covenant he also added the 

Abrahamic covenant, pointing to both as an unconditional promise of covenant from 

God with the ancestors of Israel. Many scholars accepted this article as a reaffirmation 

of the very special nature of the unconditional covenant. This covenant was not based 

on the “treaties tradition”, which was a conditional type of covenant, and was thus 

different from the Sinai conditional covenant. 

In 1996 Gary Knoppers criticized Weinfeld’s suggestion by showing that the 

use Weinfeld made of the Akkadian texts was not convincing enough. In 1998 

Knoppers widened his study of this issue in a paper titled “David’s Relation to Moses: 

The Contexts, Content and Conditions of the Davidic Promises.”17 In this paper he 
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15 In the case of Joshua 24:26-27 the great stone is the witness. 
16 Moshe Weinfeld, “The Covenant of Grant in Old Testament and Ancient Near East,” JAOS 90 
(1970), 184-203. 
17  Gary N. Knoppers, “David’s Relation to Moses: The Contexts, Content and Conditions of the 
Davidic Promises”, in: King and Messiah in Israel and the Ancient Near East (ed. John Day; JSOTSup 
270; Sheffield, 1998) 91-118. See in continuation into Second Temple bérit George W. Buchanan, 
“The Covenant in Legal Context” in: Stanley E. Porter and Jacqueline C.R. de Roo, The Concept of the 
Covenant in the Second Temple Period (Supp. To the JSJ 71; SBL, Atlanta, 2003), 27-52. 
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studied the various biblical texts which speak of the Davidic covenant namely – 2Sam 

7, Ps. 89 and 132, and 1Chr 17. In a thorough study of each text he shows how these 

texts, although speaking of an eternal promise to David and his dynasty, are actually 

conditional, by tying 2Sam 7 as a Deutronomistic History passage to the activity and 

sin of Solomon (1kgs 11). Ps. 89:33 is also clearly conditional. 2Chr poses a problem 

since it includes both attitudes to the covenant – conditional and unconditional. 

Knoppers solved it by saying that the Chronicler gave an important place to the 

promises of YHWH to David and Solomon. As for Ps. 132 this is a text which relates 

to the cult and ties the promises to the ritual of the Ark and Zion as the dwelling place 

of YHWH. However the election of Zion is clearly conditional as verse 12 shows: “If 

your sons keep My covenant and My decrees that I teach them, then their sons also, to 

the end of time, shall sit upon your throne.” Knoppers conclusion thus is that the 

promises to David are conditional and they derive from the connections the biblical 

authors made between the Davidic promises and “themes in Israelite life – the 

election of Zion, the achievement of rest for Israel, the ritual procession of the Ark” 

(and more).  

 

 Let me bring the Hittite evidence into the discussion.  

The relationship between the Hittite king and his gods is one of a Master-

servant as I showed above. However in this relationship we can see mutual relations 

of give and take. The servant gives the master his needs (= worship of the gods), and 

receives in return his care and protection. When the Hittite king serves the gods well, 

they in return give him possessions, wealth, health, posterity etc. However, the 

procedure is that firstly the king is chosen by the gods to be their servant as a ruler, by 

granting him the land and the kingdom. Later as he rules the land, he pleads with them 

when he needs their help and they react on his actions. In this way we can see the 

relations between David and YHWH. YHWH has chosen David to rule over the 

Israelites and the land of Israel. The territories he acquired become the kingdom 

granted to him by YHWH.18 He is then judged according to his service to the divine. 

He is regarded as a faithful servant. In the Hittite texts as I mentioned before, there is 
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18 It should be understood that whatever was conquered by force in ancient times was regarded as given 
by the divine. An interesting conflict in regard to conquered land came to light due to a Hittite text 
(Madduwatta), where the Hittite king demands that the vassal give him the possessions he took in war, 
since he is his vassal, but the vassal answers: “I have conquered the land of Iyalani, [the land] of 
Zumarri, and the land of Wallarimma by force of arms. They [belong] to me” (§29’ lines 57-58). 
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no definition of these relations as išېiul- while in the biblical text they are termed as 

bérit. In each case the relations of the divine to the Hittite king and the Israelite king 

is termed as “benevolence”, in Hittite: handandatar and in Hebrew: ʣʱʧ. 

One of the figures of speech used in the Hittite texts relate to the figurative 

use of the “hand”, such as for the indication of rulership: “Let the Labarna govern 

constantly by hand the entire land”.19 This figurative speech appears in two contexts: 

one being the divine sphere, where the god is holding the king by the hand, and 

leading him; the second being the use of it in the treaties, where the Hittite king 

holds the vassal king by the hand, while installing him in his rulership, thus 

indicating the legality of the act, and the legitimization of the new ruler as received 

from the Hittite king.20 Leading by the hand should be taken as a cultural legal 

concept in Hittite society. The hand of the god is seen in Hittite art and rock carvings 

as well as seals, embracing the king in a personal and intimate gesture. This very – 

personal, intimate – gesture places the Hittite king as part of the divine world.  

An interesting correlation is found in regard to David, in one of the texts 

under discussion by Knoppers, concerning the conditionality of the covenant. This 

same figurative speech appears in the very text under discussion regarding the 

question of the unconditional covenant - Psalm 89: 21-22: “I have found David, My 

servant; anointed him with My sacred oil. My hand shall be constantly with him, and 

My arm shall strengthen him.”  

The next verses show a striking similarity to the Hittite kingship 

endowment.  vs. 26-28: “I will set his hand upon the sea, his right hand upon the 

rivers. He shall say to Me, ‘You are my father, my God, the rock of my deliverance.’ 

I will appoint him first-born, highest of the kings of the earth.”  

The Hittite texts says: “My father beget me, but the Storm-god of Lightning 

took me from (my) mother and reared me; he made me SANGA-priest to the Sun-

goddess of the city Arinna and to all the gods; for the atti land he appointed me to 

kingship” (CTH 81 Murshili II prayer). 

I would like to emphasize that within the Hittite kingdom where išېiul is 

used, it is not only in cases of making connections with non-family; the Hittite king 
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19 In Hittite: [nu-uš]-ša-an KUR-e ېu-u-ma-an la-ba-ar-na-aš ŠU-az ma-ni-[ya-aې-ېi-i]š-ki-it-du. 
20 “Holding by hand” is mentioned by attušili III regarding his protective personal goddess Ištar: “At 
the hand of Ištar, My Lady, I experienced prosperity, and Ištar, My Lady, took me by the hand and 
provided for me.” 
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will also have an išېiul with his own son, and other members of the royal family, 

when they are installed in important administrative positions. I would therefore 

suggest looking at the išېiul from the point of view of kinship as well as from the 

point of view of legal and social-administrative perspectives. 

The conditionality of the relations suggested by the išېiul texts has also been 

shown by the use of the act of a mutual oath. Both parties take the oath. In the 

Deuteronomistic texts the most striking form of the relationship of YHWH to the 

ancient fathers of Israel and to David is by the use of the form  ʩʺʲʡʹʰ for YHWH. The 

god commits himself to the relations with Abraham-Isaac-Jacob and with David. The 

use of this form is apparent in Deuteronomy (some 30 times, while in Gen. once and 

Ex. three times). The išېiul concept of text and oath is strongly evident in 

Deuteronomy, as was already noted by Weinfeld, although he connected it with the 

Assyrian adê texts (texts of loyalty oaths) and not with the Hittite prototypes.21   

 

5. Conclusion  

I have attempted to show the relevancy of re-reading the Hittite texts of 

loyalty, in light of the Hittite concept of divine-king relationships. I have presented 

two main points: 

1) The Hittite išېiul- texts of loyalty originated from the legal and social- 

administrative sphere. They evolved during the shaping century of the Middle 

Hittite kingdom when it metamorphosed from a small local kingdom into an 

empire, and integrated new families into the ruling dynasty. These texts were 

used by the Hittites in two forms, which I suggested seeing as two genres: the 

treaties texts with their relatively schematic literary format, and the instruction 

texts including clear rules for the servants of the king. Both genres have two 

important elements: the written text and the oaths. These two forms show 

strong similarities with the concept of the Hebrew Bible covenant. I 

emphasized in this regard the strong ties of the instruction texts with the Sinai 

and Joshua covenants. 

��������������������������������������������������������
21 M. Weinfeld Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School, Oxford: Oxford University Press 

(1972; reprinted Winona Lake, Eisenbrauns, 1992).  
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2) Loyalty is strongly tied to the issue of kinship, as was already pointed out 

more than a century ago by William Robertson Smith22 and later developed by 

Frank Moore Cross in his book From Epic To Cannon, 23  in which he 

emphasized the idea of “‘am YAHWH ʤʥʤʩ ʭʲ” (“people of YHWH”) to 

indicate the familial relations of Israel and YHWH.24 I have shown in this 

respect that the Hittite kinship relationship was the basis for its legal-

administrative organization, and gave authority to kingship. This can also be 

seen in the biblical concept of kingship, and especially in the Davidic 

covenant, a point which becomes important when we approach the Second 

Temple covenant as is shown by Bautch in his above-mentioned monograph. 

 

The išېiul texts enable us to see the origin of the Israelite covenant in the ANE 

concept of divine-king relationships, especially in the form of the Hittite kingship 

ideology. It thus relates the išېiul relationships to legal and administrative contexts, 

and assures the total loyalty of the subordinate-servants of the king. These 

relationships were drawn based on the metaphorical relationship between the divine 

and the king, where the king was taken by the hand and adopted by his god. Kingship 

and divine kinship were tied together on a conditional basis of loyalty. The loyalty 

was then drawn in hierarchal conception from the divine through the king and his 

relatives/descendants and the people. 

 
 

��������������������������������������������������������
22 William Robertson Smith, Lectures on the religion of the semites: second and third series (edited 
with an introduction and appendix by John Day; Sheffield, Sheffield Academic Press, 1995). 
23 Frank Moore Cross, From Epic to Cannon: History and Literature in Ancient Israel (John Hopkins 
University Press, 2000). 
24 See also the article of Prof. Magonet below in this volume for the relationship of YHWH to the 
Israelite as a ‘family’ go’el-‘redeemer’ of Israel. 
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People and Land in Leviticus 25 
 

Rabbi Professor Jonathan Magonet 
Emeritus Principle of Leo Baeck College 

 
“If God is not your master, man will be your master, 
 And why be a slave of a slave?” 
                                        Nachman of Bratslav 
 
 
Preface 

Leviticus 25 is built around the concept of the Sabbatical year when the land 

was allowed to lie fallow, and the Jubilee year when the land was released so that it 

could return to its original owners. Moreover, in the Jubilee year, Israelites who had 

been forced to sell themselves into slavery because of poverty were to be set free.  

The two elements are introduced in verse 10:   

You shall sanctify the fiftieth year. You shall proclaim release throughout the 
land for all its inhabitants.  It shall be a Jubilee for you: each of you shall 
return to his holding and each of you shall return to his family.  

 

This concluding phrase about returning to holding and family is repeated in verse 42.  

These two features of the Jubilee year depend on the concept that God was the 

ultimate owner of the land of Israel, and that the Israelites, too, were in some sense 

‘owned’ by God. Two sentences contain the key theological presuppositions that 

underlie these principles.    

The first is verse 23, which concerns the land. “The land shall not be sold 

beyond reclaim (litzmitut), for Mine is the land, for you are resident aliens (gerim 

vetoshavim) with Me.” The second verse concerns the release of Israelite slaves in the 

Jubilee year.  The basis of this release is explained in verse 41 (compare also v 55 

which concludes the chapter). God says: “For they are My slaves/servants (‘avadim) 

whom I brought out from the land of Egypt, they shall not be sold as one sells a slave.”  

The exodus from Egypt is specifically referred to as an act of redemption, ‘ge’ulah’, 

by God in a key passage in Exodus 6:6 : 

Therefore say to the children of Israel: I am the Eternal, and I will bring you 
out from under the burden of Egypt, and rescue you from their enslavement, 
and I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with great judgments. 

 

The term carries the concept that is addressed in this chapter, namely the 

responsibility of a family member to buy back land that another member of the family 
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has been forced by poverty to sell, or buy back his freedom from indentured labour in 

similar circumstances.   Thus even before the formal covenant process at Mt. Sinai, 

God has taken on the responsibility of a go’el, a redeemer, for the people of Israel, as 

if out of a kind of family commitment. Even though the root ga’al is not used in this 

chapter in relationship to God, its appearance nineteen times puts it at the forefront of 

the reader’s awareness.  Paradoxically, this emphasis on being released from slavery 

by human beings into the ‘slavery/service’ of God is presented as an ultimate form of 

liberation. Being God’s slave means one can never be enslaved by a human master, 

even, perhaps especially not, by a fellow Israelite.   

Both verses assert the ultimate ‘ownership’ by God of everything.  In the 

former case, the land is God’s because, as Creator of the universe, God is free to 

distribute or withdraw the land according to God’s own criteria. In the latter case, God 

has chosen Israel, initially through the patriarchs, and subsequently by means of the 

covenant. Having assumed the centrality of these two sentences, how do they function 

within the chapter as a whole and how far do other elements of the chapter contribute 

to our understanding of their significance? 

 

1. The Jubilee and Redemption 

 The emphasis on God’s ownership of the land is already indicated in the laws 

concerning the Sabbatical and Jubilee years which begin the chapter.   Although 

allowing the land to lie fallow in the seventh year may be based on sound agriculture 

practice, in verse four it is asserted that this ‘shabbat shabbaton’ will be for the land a 

‘shabbat la’adonai’, a shabbat of/for the Eternal. The Sabbatical and Jubilee years are 

to be equivalent within the agricultural cycle, to the seventh day on which God rested 

on completing the work of creation.  The phrase ‘shabbat la’adonai’ echoes the use of 

the same term in the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:10) regarding the weekly 

Shabbat.  

The seventh day is a shabbat la’adonai, a shabbat of /for the Eternal, your 
God, you shall not do all your work, you and your son and your daughter, your 
male servant and female servant, and your animal, and your stranger who is in 
your gates.   
 

Moreover, the Jubilee year, is also to be ‘sanctified’ (v 10), as is the Shabbat - Exodus 

20:8).1   

��������������������������������������������������������
1 The Sabbatical year and the weekly shabbat are juxtaposed in Exodus 23:10-12. 
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 However the passage itself also hints at God’s broader concerns as Creator. 

Verses 6-7 designate who is to benefit from the after growth of crops that are 

available to be eaten during that year:  they are ‘for you, for your male and female 

slaves, your hired labourers and ‘toshavim’ ‘temporary residents’ who dwell amongst 

you, your animals (behemah)’.  But at the end of the list comes another category, the 

‘wild animals, chayah, which are in your land’ (c.f. Exodus 23:11). By adding the 

‘wild animals’ that do not belong to human ownership, the broader aspect of creation 

is emphasised – the sabbatical year is for God’s purposes and all of God’s creation 

(the land itself no less than all the human and animal inhabitants) are to benefit from 

this special provision.    

 In line with this concept, the harvests are referred to throughout the section 

dealing with the Sabbatical and Jubilee years as belonging to the land – tevuatah, ‘its 

yield’ (v 3, 7, 12).  Only once, when they are mentioned by the Israelites asking what 

they shall eat during the Jubilee period, are they referred to as belonging to the 

Israelites themselves in their question as to what they will eat if ‘we cannot gather our 

yield (tevuatenu)’ (v 20).  However the answer again refers to ‘it’s (the land’s) yield’ 

(v 22).  Furthermore, the autonomy of the land is spelled out in the list of penalties for 

disobeying the laws of the covenant that are given in the following chapter. 

‘…your land shall not give its yield, and the trees of the land shall not give 
their fruit…. I will scatter you among the nations and unsheathe the sword 
against you. Your land shall become a desolation and your cities a ruin. Then 
the land shall make up for its Sabbath years all the days that it is desolate 
while you are in the land of your enemies. Then the land will ‘rest’ (tishbat) 
and make up for its Sabbath years.  All the days it is desolate, it shall observe 
the ‘rest’ that it did not observe in your Sabbath years, while you were 
dwelling upon it. (Leviticus 26:20, 33-35) 
 

Assuming that the Sabbatical and Jubilee years either took place or were at least on 

the national agenda, this theological statement translates into a political system 

whereby the land was effectively state owned, divided up according to tribal 

distribution, so that occupation by particular family groupings was in the form of a 

leasehold for a designated period, at the end of which it reverted to the original 

ownership.2  One did not buy the land itself; one bought instead the harvests for a 

��������������������������������������������������������
2 Hermann Schapira at the Katowice Conference in 1884 and again at the First Zionist Congress in 
1897 proposed the establishment of what became the Jewish National Fund (1901) for the purchase of 
land in Palestine and Syria. Schapira based his idea of public ownership of land on the biblical 
injunction "The land shall not be sold forever for the land is Mine," and on the institution of the Jubilee 
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certain period of time (vv 15-16).3  The effect would have been to prevent the build-

up over time of private ownership of large tracts of land, dispossessing others and 

creating two classes of people. However there is evidence that whether or not the 

Jubilee system operated, the theory was not effective in practice as the prophets railed 

against precisely those who accumulated land with the resultant displacing of others 

(Isaiah 5:8-10).4   

 

2. The Jubilee Year and Land Ownership 

 Berman notes that such cancellation of debts and land redistribution were 

known in the ancient Near East, but were arbitrary acts performed by a ruler, often in 

the first year of his reign.   

The edicts served to mitigate and address these threatening imbalances while 
earning the king a great deal of political capital with the people. Moreover by 
releasing debts, freeing debt-servants, returning lands to their original owners, 
and the like, the king inevitably was working to the detriment of the wealthy 
and the powerful, who may have been potential rivals…. These edicts are the 
backdrop of the biblical law codes that legislate debt release…. The Bible’s 
reformulation of these laws begins with a fundamental departure from the 
norms of the ancient Near East:  the decoupling of these releases from the 
political order.  What determined the occasion of a release proclamation 
elsewhere was a royal decision, timed to suit the needs of the king. The Bible, 
however, regulates these proclamations by mandating them on a periodic 
basis… [which] means that the release proclamations are taken out of the 
hands of the king…. These are presented as a responsibility that devolves on 
the collective ‘you’, and become the responsibility of creditors to debtors, 
masters to their servants, purchasers of land to sellers of land. (Berman, 98-99) 
 

Two exceptions to the general principle of land restoration are specifically addressed 

in our chapter. One of them, in Leviticus 25:29-30, appears to speak to the practical 

reality of a mixed economy of land-based agrarian communities and city-based 

artisans and professional classes (Levine 172). Houses within a walled city, unless 
���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
Year, which stipulates that all holdings which have changed hands revert to their original owners in the 
50th year (Lev. 25:10, 23–24) 
3  Within our chapter the analagous situation applies to calculating the earnings of an indentured 
Hebrew slave against the period till the next Jubilee year in reckoning the price for redeeming him (v 
50, 40). 
4 The existence of such displaced people is suggested by the term ’anashim reqim’ (Jud 11:3) (literally, 
‘empty men’), presumably landless people like those who joined themselves to Jephthah and similarly 
became the basis of Avimelech’s murderous mercenaries (Judges 9).  Avimelech’s mercenaries are 
described as ‘reiqim uphochazim’, ‘empty and wild’, (Jud 9:4), the second term implying that they 
were also violent, and willing to help him with his murderous rise to power.  Presumably some of those 
who allied themselves with David during his flight from Saul would have been in the same category of 
landless or dispossessed (1 Samuel 22:2) ‘Everyone who was in straits and everyone who was in debt 
and everyone who was desperate.’ 
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redeemed within a year, remain the property of the new owner in perpetuity and may 

be passed on to their offspring. They are not to be restored to their original owner in 

the Jubilee year.   

 Whatever the effect of this distinction in terms of the economy of the society 

as a whole, it may also serve a particular purpose within the composition of this 

chapter as a whole. The possibility of passing on something to one’s children is 

echoed by the situation regarding the status of foreign slaves (44-46). What links the 

two situations is the term used for property, ‘’ahuzzah’.  It recurs thirteen times, and is 

translated by Levine as ‘tenured land, land holding’ (Levine, 172). He explains that 

an ’ahuzzah ‘is settled and worked by permission of the rulers of the land.’  In this 

case, according to verse 23, the land is God’s:  ‘The Israelites are God’s tenants, so to 

speak.  They do not possess or rule the land as a result of conquest, and they do not 

have the right to dispose of it as if it were entirely their own’ (Levine, 172). However 

the same term is also applied, uniquely in the Hebrew Bible in this chapter, to the 

foreign-born slave who, unlike an indentured Israelite who is to be released in the 

Jubilee year, is also considered as a ‘property’, ’ahuzzah, that can  be handed down to 

your children after you (44-46). The analogy between inherited property in the form 

of a house and inherited slaves here is obvious, and Levine remarks: 

‘In ancient law, slaves were often regarded as having a legal status parallel to 
that of land.  Just as the land was a “holding” (’ahuzzah) to be handed down 
within families, so were slaves.’ (Levine, 180)   
 

He gives no source for this statement, however the term ’ahuzzah with regards 

owning a person rather than land is restricted to this Biblical chapter alone, so one 

wonders whether it was introduced specifically for the purposes of this chapter, 

whatever its use in extra-biblical sources.   Defining the status of the ‘foreign’ slave 

through such a term serves to distinguish the very different status of the Israelites as 

free agents within the covenant framework from that of those outside the covenant.  It 

is an element in the exploration of the nature of this freedom that the chapter 

addresses. 

 The other exception concerns houses within the Levitical cities which are to be 

released in the Jubilee year and can be redeemed at any time.   This accords with the 

special status of the Levites who have been allotted forty-eight cities, including the six 

‘cities of refuge’, because they have no territory of their own (Numbers 35:1-15). 

Without such a provision they would be left homeless.   The inclusion of this example 
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makes sense in a listing of specific exceptions to the general legal ruling about the 

return of property in the Jubilee year.   However, it also hints at the special status of 

the Levites who have been selected to serve the priests and perform the work in the 

sanctuary. As Moses points out to them during the Korach rebellion:  “Is it too small a 

thing for you that the God of Israel has set you apart from the community of Israel 

and brought you near to Him to serve in the service of the Lord’s tabernacle and to 

stand before the community and to serve them?” (Numbers 16:9).  In a chapter that is 

concerned with freedom from slavery for those within the covenant with God, the 

Levites represent, not just in terms of their lack of territory, a kind of intermediate 

status between being free and being bound. 

 

3. The Jubilee Year and Slave Ownership 

The second aspect of the Jubilee year, the emphasis on the release of Hebrew 

slaves, belongs to a strand in Biblical thought whereby the new society that is to be 

the covenant community under God is constructed in direct contrast to the slave 

society that was experienced in Egypt, at least as it has been portrayed in the Biblical 

account.  Thus the set of laws, the mishpatim, accepted by Israel at Sinai as 

constituting the content of the covenant (Exodus 21:1, 24:3) begins with the release of 

slaves in the seventh year (Exodus 21:1-6).5 Perhaps, in an attempt to make a direct 

association with this law, chapter 25 of Leviticus, uniquely in the Book, is introduced 

as a command given by God to Moses at Mt. Sinai.6 Thus this chapter stands in 

opposition to the process that occurred in Egypt when Joseph saved the Egyptians 

from starvation during the seven years of famine.  When their own food ran out the 

Egyptians offered to buy food with their silver (Genesis 47:14).  When this ran out 

they sold their livestock (47:16-17) and when this too was exhausted they offered 

themselves and their lands, to become Pharaoh’s slaves (20-21), to cede to him their 

land and their freedom. Though the sequence is slightly different here, Leviticus 

��������������������������������������������������������
5 For a study of the sequence of laws in the ‘Book of the Covenant’ and their emphasis on the 
autonomy of the individual Israelite adult male, see Jonathan Magonet ‘Ownership and Autonomy: 
Elements of Composition in the ‘Book of the Covenant’ in A Traditional Quest:  Essarys in Honour of 
Louis Jacobs Ed. Dan Cohn-Sherbok  (Journal for the Study of the Old Testament Supplement Series 
114, JSOT Sheffield 1991) 154-167.  
6 Leviticus 26:46 makes the general statement about ‘all the laws, rules and instructions that the Lord 
established through Moses on Mt. Sinai’ to cover the entire content (chapters 17-26) of the ‘Holiness 
Code’. 
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offers a way of rescuing Israelites from a similar loss those doomed by poverty to sell 

their land (25-28), their home (29-34) and their person (35-54).    

 Moreover there is a direct reference to the Egyptian experience in the repeated 

prohibition against treating your Hebrew slave with cruelty (bapherech) (Lev. 25:43, 

46, 53). The term used otherwise in the Pentateuch only in Exodus 1:13, 14.7 Indeed, 

not only should the Israelite not be treated cruelly, but his status should not even be 

that of a slave (‘eved), but rather as a hired labourer (sachir)  (Lev. 25:40).  The same 

term is used regarding the earnings of an Israelite who is forced to sell himself to a 

foreigner (50, 53), and whose welfare must be watched over (v 53). 

  

4. Covenant community and Ownership 

This set of responsibilities:  not to treat a fellow Israelite with cruelty, to 

rescue a fellow Israelite from indenture to a foreigner, and to watch over his welfare 

during such a period, reinforce the sense of mutual responsibility.  This is 

underwritten by the language used throughout to describe the fellow Israelite.  While 

the term ‘amitecha’, ‘your people’, is used to introduce transactions amongst 

Israelites (v 14), the instruction not to wrong him in the transaction introduces the 

other as ‘ach’, ‘brother/kinsman’.   This is also the recurrent term in describing ‘your 

“brother” who becomes poor’ throughout the latter part of the chapter (vv 25, 35, 39, 

47.) 

 We have already noted one significant contrast between the status of the 

Israelite and non-Israelite ‘slave’ with regards their family: the former must be 

released at the very least in the Jubilee year together with his family (v 42), while the 

latter, together with his family (v 45), remains the property of his owner forever.    

 One other element contributes to the defining characteristics of the benefits of 

belonging to the covenant, the prohibition on charging interest on loans (Leviticus 

25:36-37).  The subject is also addressed in Exodus 22:24 and Deuteronomy 23:20.  

Although our Leviticus passage does not refer to loans to non-Israelites, the 

Deuteronomy passage does permit charging interest to the ‘nokhri’, the foreigner.  

Unlike the ‘ger’, the ‘nokhri’ is not a permanent resident, but someone who is only 

temporarily present, so presumably there is a risk that he might default on a loan so 

that interest may be charged.   However Berman, noting the distinctive character of 
��������������������������������������������������������
7 In the only other reference, when criticising the ‘shepherds of Israel, Ezekiel 34:4 accuses them of 
acting b’farech. 
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the Israelite position, understands the prohibition on charging interest to a fellow 

Israelite as  

‘a function of defining and bolstering identity within the collective 
brotherhood and of establishing the norms of responsibility that come with 
membership in it…. It further served as a boundary marker between those 
within the collective brotherhood and those who stood outside it.’8   
 

So again the distinctive nature of the Israelite covenant community is stressed.   In 

terms of the emphasis throughout this chapter on freedom as the ‘natural’ state of the 

Israelite within the covenant community, being subjected to interest is also to be 

regarded as a form of slavery, of ownership by another person rather than by God 

alone.  It is precisely in relation to this prohibition that the exodus from Egypt is first 

evoked (v 38). 

 

5. Conclusion 

 The two sentences, about God’s ownership of the land and of Israel, 

encapsulate the two themes present in the chapter, from both a theological and 

political perspective. 

Together they define, albeit through negative examples, a concept of freedom that is 

to exist within the covenant with God.     In the three instances when it might be 

possible for people to abuse the power they hold over others: in the price paid for 

purchasing land (v 17); in the charging of interest (v 36); in the abuse of Hebrew slave 

(v 43), in each case the fear of God is specifically evoked. 

 The positive image of freedom is asserted in verses 42 and 55 with which we 

began.  The return of each Israelite man to his holding and to his family represents 

two essential aspects of freedom.  Berman stresses the egalitarian nature of the society 

envisaged throughout the legislation in the Pentateuch.  This chapter provides the 

theological underpinning to this social policy.  Moreover, through its emphasis on 

returning to one’s land and family, it helps define two essential aspects of an idealised 

human society. 

  

��������������������������������������������������������
8 Joshua A. Berman Created Equal:  How the Bible Broke with Ancient Political Thought (Oxford 
University Press, Oxford, New York 2008) 97-98. 
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