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1. Introduction 
    Within the series of lectures at the Center for Interdisciplinary Study of the 
Monotheistic Religions that looked at the different ways of interpreting the concept of 
“pilgrimage” in Christianity, Islam and our modern era, this paper examines the concept 
of pilgrimage in ancient societies, specifically the Hebrew Bible and its counterpart 
from the Hittite kingdom. The Hebrew Bible introduced the idea of pilgrimage for the 
Jewish tradition to follow, from Jerusalem of the Second Temple period, to the days 
when Jerusalem remained as a ruined memory. This paper will go back to the early 
appearance of pilgrimage in texts from the Hebrew Bible and the ancient Near East. 
Firstly, it will present the concept of pilgrimage as it arises in the two societies and 
then, through textual examples, will consider the concept of individual household 
pilgrimages as well as royal pilgrimages. 
 

** 
 

Two different cultural texts will be discussed in this paper. Being part of the larger 
culture of the Ancient Near East, they were, however, set apart in time and place. The 
Hittite Kingdom, which existed between 1650-1180, belongs to the second millennium 
BCE, and was located in Asia Minor (Turkey of today), while the ancient Israelite-
biblical culture existed in approximately the years 1000-580 of the first millennium 
BCE and was located in the southern Levant (Land of Israel today). These cultures were 
not in direct contact historically, but still, in regard to the topic under discussion, there 
is much interest in comparing them.1 

A word on cultural heritage is needed before directly speaking about the Hittites 
and the Israelites to confirm my conviction of why such a comparison is viable. 

Cultural heritage is a matter of historical layers. It grows up and develops, reaches 
a certain form and then by historical interventions might be changed. The changes can 
be the result of technological developments, natural disasters, and confrontation with 
other cultures, especially other cults, through peaceful exchange or via conquest and 
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subjugation. An important point to remember regarding local cults is that when not 
totally extinguished, they can survive for hundreds of years, even when the rulers’ 
official cult changes direction. We are aware of holy places which continue to be 
considered holy even after they are transferred from one religion to another, which 
shows how sacredness can stick to a place – as shown in the example of Jerusalem– for 
several millennia. Many such examples can be found throughout the world, where a 
Christian church was built on a pagan temple, a Moslem Mosque replaced a Christian 
church and so on. In the Holy Land, and other places in the Middle East, some sites are 
venerated simultaneously by the followers of different religions, and in peaceful times 
pilgrims visit them indiscriminately. In both cultures we are discussing here, the 
changed identity of holy pilgrimage sites was very common.  

 
** 

 
In his introduction to the edited volume Sacred Journey (1992), Alan Morinis 

defined pilgrimage as follows: 

[T]he pilgrimage is a journey undertaken by a person in quest of a place or a 
state that he or she believes to embody a valuable ideal. At its most 
conventional, the end of the pilgrimage is an actual shrine located at some 
fixed geographical point. The place has acquired a reputation that draws 
pilgrims. […] One who journeys to a place of importance to himself alone 
may also be a pilgrim.”2 

In this definition, in an attempt to cover the meaning of pilgrimage in a general way, 
Morinis deals with the individual and his relations to a specific place, while it gives 
that individual the feeling of achievement of a “valuable ideal.” Such a definition would 
cover a religious and a non-religious definition for the pilgrimage in historical 
perspectives. Looking at the concept of pilgrimage in the ancient world we need to 
define it using the idea of “place and sacredness”. I will relate to this further in the 
following.  

Catherine Bell speaking of Calendrical Rites says as follows: “Just as rites of 
passage give order and definition to the biocultural life cycle, so calendrical rites give 
socially meaningful definitions to the passage of time, creating an ever-renewing cycle 
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of days, months and years. […] Like rites of passage, calendrical rites can be said to 
impose cultural schemes on the order of nature.” 3  These insights of Bell will be 
discussed along with the biblical and the Hittite texts presented in the following. 
 
2. The Hebrew Bible 

The basic concept of pilgrimage is the visit to a sacred place through a journey. The 
aim of the journey in the Hebrew Bible, and, as we will see also in the Hittite world, 
was to worship a divine entity in its dwelling place, or the place where that deity had 
appeared – identified as “the house of god” (Heb. םיה/לא תיב  bet-el/ohim; Hitt. šiunaš 
parn-). Visiting the sacred place is in order to bring presents to the deity or deities, and 
make sacrifices. The presents and sacrifices are expected by the deities. The act is 
essentially a personal one, even when organized by a higher institution, or done in a 
group/family, household.  

Two types of pilgrimage activity can be discerned in the ancient world: a pilgrimage 
by an individual which presents a personal homage to the divine world – it could be 
together with the household members – or a state-pilgrimage that is called for or 
conducted by the rulers in order to consolidate their power. Evidence for both types of 
pilgrimage can be found in the Hebrew Bible and the Hittite texts. 

The Hebrew Bible has instructions to the Israelites – as a nation and as individuals 
– regarding the visits to their god in the following passages:  

 
Ex. 34:23 ׃לֵֽאָרְׂשִי יֵ֥ה5ֱא הָ֖והְי ׀ ןֹ֥דָאָֽה יֵ֛נְּפ־תֶא 2ְ֔רּו֣כְז־לָּכ ֙הֶאָרֵי הָ֑נָּׁשַּב םיִ֖מָעְּפ ׁש֥+ָׁש 

Three times in the year all your males shall appear before the LORD God, the God of 
Israel. 
 

Ex. 34:24 ֙תֹואָרֵל 2ְ֗ת5ֲֽעַּב 2ְ֔צְרַא־תֶֽא ׁ֙שיִא דֹ֥מְחַי־ֹאלְו 2ֶ֑לּובְּג־תֶא יִּ֖תְבַחְרִהְו 2יֶ֔נָּפִמ ֙םִיֹוּג ׁשיִ֤רֹוא־יִּֽכ 
 ׃הָֽנָּׁשַּב םיִ֖מָעְּפ ׁש֥+ָׁש 2יֶ֔ה5ֱא הָ֣והְי ֙יֵנְּפ־תֶא

For I will cast out nations before you, and enlarge your borders; no one shall covet your 
land when you go up to appear before the LORD your God three times in the year. 
 

 Ex 34:20ֹלְו     They shall not appear before me empty handed ׃םָֽקיֵר יַ֖נָפ ּו֥אָרֵי־אֽ
 

Deut. 16:16-17 רֶׁ֣שֲא ֙םֹוקָּמַּב 2יֶ֗ה5ֱא הָ֣והְי ׀ יֵ֣נְּפ־תֶא 2ְ֜רּוכְז־לָכ הֶ֨אָרֵי הָ֡נָּׁשַּב ׀ םיִ֣מָעְּפ ׁשֹו֣לָׁש 
ֹלְו תֹוּ֑כֻּסַה גַ֣חְבּו תֹו֖עֻבָּׁשַה גַ֥חְבּו תֹוּ֛צַּמַה גַ֧חְּב רָ֔חְבִי  ֹו֑דָי תַ֣נְּתַמְּכ ׁשיִ֖א ׃םָֽקיֵר הָ֖והְי יֵ֥נְּפ־תֶא הֶ֛אָרֵי א֧
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 ׃Xָֽל־ןַתָֽנ רֶׁ֥שֲא 2יֶ֖ה5ֱא הָ֥והְי תַּ֛כְרִבְּכ
Three times a year all your males shall appear before the LORD your God at the 
place that he will choose: at the festival of unleavened bread, at the festival of weeks, 
and at the festival of booths. They shall not appear before the LORD empty-handed; 
all shall give as they are able, according to the blessing of the LORD your God that he 
has given you. 

 
Deut. 31:11 הָ֥רֹוּתַה־תֶא אָ֞רְקִּת רָ֑חְבִי רֶׁ֣שֲא םֹו֖קָּמַּב 2יֶ֔ה5ֱא הָ֣והְי ֙יֵנְּפ־תֶא ֙תֹואָרֵל לֵ֗אָרְׂשִי־לָכ אֹו֣בְּב 

ֹּזַה  ׃םֶֽהיֵנְזָאְּב לֵ֖אָרְׂשִי־לָּכ דֶג ֶ֥נ תא֛
when all Israel comes to appear before the LORD your God at the place that he will 
choose, you shall read this law before all Israel in their hearing. 

 
Num. 10:10 לַ֖עְו םֶ֔כיֵת5ֹ֣ע לַ֚ע תֹ֗רְצֹֽצֲחַּב םֶּ֣תְעַקְתּו ֒םֶכיֵׁשְדָח יֵׁ֣שאָרְבּו ֮םֶכיֵדֲעֹומְבּֽו םֶ֥כְתַחְמִׂש םֹו֨יְבּו 

  ׃םֶֽכיֵה5ֱא הָ֥והְי יִ֖נֲא םֶ֔כיֵה5ֱֽא יֵ֣נְפִל ֙ןֹורָּכִזְל םֶ֤כָל ּו֨יָהְו םֶ֑כיֵמְלַׁש יֵ֣חְבִז
Also, on your days of rejoicing, at your appointed festivals, and at the 
beginnings of your months, you shall blow the trumpets over your burnt 
offerings and over your sacrifices of well-being; they shall serve as a reminder 
on your behalf before the LORD your God: I am the LORD your God. 

 
These texts from (mainly the Priestly) biblical texts, which are concerned with the 
sacrifices offered at the place of the god – that is the temple(s)4 – present the main aim 
and reasoning for the pilgrimage: worshipers had to be seen before the god and bring 
it presents from their own produce. They were commanded to do this three times a year, 
during three calendric agricultural festivals: the Festival of Unleavened Bread in spring, 
the Festival of Weeks in early summer, and the Festival of Booths in autumn. They – 
only the males are specified ( 0ְרּוכְז(  – had to come from around the country (leaving 
their families behind), without fearing that their houses would be attacked while they 
were gone. This indicates that the temple was not near their villages but rather that 
there was need for a journey. These texts also speak of an individual person or 
household visit to the temple. The temple location is not indicated which leads us to 
assume a period of different central temples such as in the cities of Gilgal, Shechem, 
Beit-El, Hebron, Dan, Beer-Sheba, Samaria, Jerusalem, and others, mentioned in 
Genesis in the books of Judges and Samuel. A journey that entails danger is to be 
understood as the devotion of the individual to his god.  
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3. The Hittite Texts   
The Hittite texts include instructions similar to the biblical approach. In the Bible 

the demands come directly from the deity, through his messenger Moses, and thus the 
instructions are termed “ השמ תרות ” (the law/instruction of Moses). In the Hittite texts 
the laws of the deities are transferred by the written texts of traditional cultic activities 
in reference to each deity, or cult center, or by a religious cult professional, according 
to his memory.5 Hittite kings will thus instruct the regional commanders regarding the 
temples to the gods, which had to be cared for in the following words (CTH 261): 

§31´ (ii 36´-41´) Furthermore: Reverence for the gods must be 
maintained, and special reverence for the Storm-god is to be established. If 
some temple (roof) leaks, the margrave and the city commander must repair 
it. Or (if) some rhyton of the Storm-God or any cultic implement of another 
god (is) ruined, the SANGA-priests, the GUDU-priests, and the šiwanzanni- 
priestesses will renew it. 

 §34´ (iii 4–8) Whatever springs (are) in the city, sacrifices are 
established for (those) springs: Let them celebrate them and attend to them. 
They must definitely attend (also) to those springs for which there is no 
sacrifice. Let them not omit them. They must consistently sacrifice to the 
mountains and rivers for which there are rites.6 

The establishment of cultic activity had to be under the local administration – as of old 
– “Now attend to it again. Let them restore it. As it was built before, let them rebuild 
it in the same way.” The locals would celebrate their gods, especially those of nature. 
The maintenance of the cult by the cult professionals came first, but secondly, we find 
the participation of the public who were expected to take part in the visit to the temple 
in a calendrical festival: CTH 264 §15 iv 2-6 

 
if [to a god] there is some [festival/rite], either a thick bread [or 

 what newborn animal, you farmers, have ready for the gods, 
 present it promptly at the right time. 
 Before a [man] eats it, to the soul of the gods 
 bring it promptly. Let the gods not be kept waiting for it.7 
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The two cultures have the same formation in regard to the individual / household / 

royal pilgrimage, that relates directly to the calendric festivals and rituals expected by 
the gods, although it is a clear human decision, based on the seasons.8 

 
** 

4. The Landscape  
Before discussing the concept of festivals and cultic worship as part of the 

pilgrimage in the two cultures, I would like to briefly describe the landscape of both 
regions, since the landscape also correlates with the creation of sacred places. The core 
region of the older Hittite kingdom was located in the central parts of Anatolia. This 
region was identified by the Hittites as “the land of the Storm God of Ḫatti” and the 
central city – its capital – was Ḫattuša (Bogazköy today). The land is wide spread; at 
its center is a wide, high plateau surrounded by ranges of high mountains, which in 
many ancient cultures were considered to be the abode of gods. The country thrived 
mainly on agriculture and animal husbandry, and depended on the rainy season for 
water, and therefore the rain-bringing Storm God was always a major deity. The 
region’s rivers and springs were also part of the complex world of divine entities which 
constituted the Hittite religion. Springs, mountains and special rock formations were 
considered divine, a manifestation place for a deity to which homage was paid by visits 
to conduct rituals. The intertwining of natural phenomena and divine powers is attested 
by the Hittite political treaties, which were concluded with the calling upon a long list 
of deities to be the witnesses to these treaties.9 At the end of the list, we find natural 
phenomena: “the mountains, the rivers, the springs, the great sea, heaven and earth, the 
winds, and the clouds, they shall be witnesses to this treaty and oath.” International 
trade was carried out along the east to west roads, which were also routes for cultural 
exchange.  
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https://www.google.com/maps/@34.6377459,26.733744,5218518m/data=!3m1!1e3 

 
The Land of Israel also depended on the rainy season of winter, and during the hot 

summers when rain was scarce wells and springs dried up and the population suffered. 
The land consists of a hilly region with flat valleys and the long seashore of the 
Mediterranean Sea. Livelihood depended on agriculture. This land was also a cross land 
for international roads, mainly going from south to north in this case. The Canaanite 
deities, the precursors of the God of Israel, were also weather gods, such as the storm-
god Ba‘al. Some deities were connected with specific sites and were named after them, 
such as Beit El, “the House of El”, which we find in the story of Jacob and in later 
traditions. Although in their religious reforms some of the kings of Judah tried to 
obliterate previous cults and promote only one god YHWH, many traditions–in 
particular those connected with specific holy sites in the northern kingdom–persisted 
for a long time.  
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https://www.google.com/maps/@32.2648123,33.1885992,1074096m/data=!3m1!1e3 

 
5. Worship of the Gods   

Both regions are on cross-roads and thus were influenced by other cultures. Much 
of the worship to the deities under the royal houses of both cultures was composed of 
the state festivals connected with the seasons. In regard to the Hittites, the festivals 
connected with specific places, which can be considered local cults, were a 
continuation of previous cults that existed before the Hittite royal house was 
established around 1650 BCE. The indigenous people were named, based on their 
language, “Ḫattians”, and seemingly they gave the land of Ḫatti its name. The people 
we call Hittites today spoke the Nešili language and therefore should have been named 
Nešites by scholars, but since they were identified in the 19th century with the biblical 
Hittites, in correlation with the region of Ḫatti, that became their name in scholarly 
history. They called themselves “The people of Ḫatti-land” or “The people of Ḫattuša”. 
As a migrating population arriving in Anatolia at the beginning of the second 
millennium BCE, the Hittites adopted the cultic worship of the Ḫattians and added their 
own cultic beliefs to the practice. Later, they were also influenced–on the royal level 
at least–by the Ḫurrian religious cultic practices.10 

The Israelites were also, according to the biblical texts, a migrating population 
who made the land then called “Canaan” their own. They too adopted previously-
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existing sacred places and cults, and in some cases the deities Ba‘al and Asherah, as 
well as probably some other local deities. Not only Canaanite deities were identified 
with specific locations, but YHWH, too, was identified with specific sites such as 
“YHWH of Samaria” and “YHWH of Teyman”.11 Similarly, the Hittites had as well as 
the Storm-god of Ḫatti, whose main abode was the great temple of Ḫattuša, the Storm-
God of the city of Zippalanda, the Storm-god of the city of Nerik, of Ḫurma, of Ḫalpa, 
of Kaštama, and many other Storm-gods, to whom local festivals were celebrated. 

The Hittite texts prescribed the obligation to worship the deities at their local 
shrines. The texts indicate clearly which deity in which city or at which mountain 
should be worshiped, and the calendric period is in many cases also indicated, most 
often spring or the beginning of autumn: spring was the time before the king went out 
to battle, and autumn was after returning to rest during the winter. The Hittite calendar 
of festivals was packed, with many more festivals than the ones suggested in the 
biblical verses quoted above, which only prescribed three annual festivals. 

According to collected lists of festival names and names of deities celebrated in 
different locations around the country there were more than 160 festivals in the Hittite 
calendar. The question of whether all those festivals were for the entire population is 
probably to be answered negatively. The festivals can first be divided into festivals 
celebrated by the royals, and those celebrated in local shrines without the participation 
of a member from the royal family. Thus, we have what is termed in Hittitology “Local 
cults” vs. “State cults”. The State cults were the festivals celebrated with the 
participation of a certain member of the royal family or by the larger family, including 
the king and queen and their children and in-laws, while the population was not 
mentioned. However, in the local cultic texts the instructions were given to the priests 
on how to include and interact with the population during the festivals. In the Hebrew 
Bible we are less aware of such a division, although we might see some similarities 
where we encounter attempts to describe historical accounts, which I will discuss 
further on. The main reason for this difference derives from the Pentateuch being a 
collection of texts prescribing cultic laws to the Israelites as a group of people. 

 
6. Textual reference to the festivals 

The festivals in both cultures seem to be presented in the form of a list. In the 
biblical texts we encounter Leviticus chapter 23 and Deuteronomy chapter 16, which 
list the three major festivals to YHWH. The list in the Hittite text instructing the temple 
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personnel looks similar in its intent but concerns the priests only. The following 
commandments come from a text titled “Instructions to Temple Personnel” (CTH 264):  
§4 lines 39–49 

 
Fu[rthe]rmore: The festival of the month, the festival of the year, 
the festival of the stag, the f[al]l [fes]tival the [fe]stival of the spring,  
the thunder festival, the [fe]stival of ḫiyara, the festival of pudaḫa,  
the festival of ḫišuwa, the festival of [ša]tlašsa, the festival of the rhyton,  
the festivals of the sacred SANGA-[priest] the festivals of the Old Men,  
the festivals of the AMA.DINGIR-priestesses, the festival of  daḫiya,   
the festivals of the upati-men, the festivals of the lot, the festivals of ḫaḫratar,  
or whatever festival (there is) up in Ḫattuša, if you do not celebrate them  
along with all cattle, sheep bread, beer and with wine set up (for the gods), 
but (from) those (people) giving it (the offerings), you - Temple-Men - from them  
you’ll keep taking payment, you will cause them (the offerings)  
to fall short of the will of the gods.12  

 
The festivals indicated here are already numerous compared with the Bible, and it is 
important also to note that they seem not to relate to seasonal festivals alone, but also 
social-class festivals, which could be interpreted as festivals ordered for the cult 
professionals, in relation to their gods. 
 
7. Terminology of Festival(s)   

In the Hebrew Bible reference is made to all festivals using the following terms: 
דעומ  “appointed time”, שדק ארקמ  “holy convocation”, and גח  “festival/celebration”. 

We also find the term הוהי-גח  “YHWH’s festival”. The seasons are also indicated by 
terms such as ףיסא ,ריצק ,ביבא  – spring, harvest, gathering – for the major festivals, 
as well as שדח שאר  “head of the month”. 

In Hittite texts the major term for festival is written in the Sumerogram EZEN(4), 
read in Akkadian as isinnu,13 which in a Hittite text is correlated with the Hittite noun 
kalleštarwana-. The noun kalleštarwana- is probably derived from the Hittite verb 
kallešš- meaning “to call”, “to summon”, or “to evoke” (a deity).14 Here it presents us 
with the main function of a festival: to call the god/s to a feast and a celebration, as is 
the combination in the Hebrew text שדק ארקמ  standing for the same concept, a call 
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for a holy encounter. In Lev. 23:2 the text reads as follows: 
 

Lev. 23:2 ׁשֶדֹ֑ק יֵ֣אָרְקִמ םָ֖תֹא ּו֥אְרְקִּת־רֶׁשֲא הָ֔והְי יֵ֣דֲעֹומ םֶ֔הֵלֲא ָּ֣תְרַמָאְו ֙לֵאָרְׂשִי יֵ֤נְּב־לֶא רֵּ֞בַּד 
 ׃יָֽדֲעֹומ םֵ֖ה הֶּלֵ֥א

Speak to the people of Israel and say to them: These are the appointed 
festivals of YHWH that you shall proclaim as holy convocations, these are 
my appointed festivals. 

 
The term הוהי ידעומ  literally “YHWH’s meeting times” are correlated with “holy 
convocations” which can also be termed as “holy assembly” in which the god(s) are 
invoked and invited to the feast. The major Hittite festivals have included prescriptions 
for “great assembly”: h. šalli ašeššar translated literally as “great/grand/important seat, 
place” cf. Hebrew דעומ להא םוקמה // . It refers to the very special meals conducted on 
the festival day, where the congregation serves the god(s). For example the largest 
Hittite festival of the spring the AN.TAḪ.ŠUM-festival indicates as follows: “The next 
day the king and queen enter the city of Taḫurpa; the king drives up to Taḫurpa in a 
chariot. In the ḫalentu-house15 the great assembly takes place.” In the Bible we find 
the entrance to the Tent of Meeting as the place for worship: 
 

Num. 10:3 ׃דֵֽעֹומ לֶהֹ֥א חַתֶּ֖פ־לֶא הָ֔דֵעָ֣ה־לָּכ 0֙יֶ֨לֵא ּו֤דֲעֹוֽנְו ןֵ֑הָּב ּו֖עְקָתְו 
When both are blown, the whole congregation shall assemble before you at the 
entrance of the tent of meeting 

 
There is emphasis regarding the idea of the timing of the festivals to be celebrated. The 
biblical text indicates this such: 
 

Num. 28:2 ּו֕רְמְׁשִּת יִ֔חֹחיִֽנ ַחיֵ֚ר יַּׁ֗שִאְל יִ֜מְחַל יִ֨נָּבְרָק־תֶא םֶ֑הֵלֲא ָּ֖תְרַמָאְו לֵ֔אָרְׂשִי יֵ֣נְּב־תֶא וַ֚צ 
 ׃ֹוֽדֲעֹומְּב יִ֖ל ביִ֥רְקַהְל

Command the Israelites, and say to them: My offering, the food for my 
offerings by fire, my pleasing odor, you shall take care to offer to me at its 
appointed time. 
 

Num. 9:2 ׃ֹוֽדֲעֹומְּב חַסָּ֖פַה־תֶא לֵ֛אָרְׂשִי־יֵנְב ּוׂ֧שֲעַיְו 
Num. 9:3 ־לָכְכּו ויָ֥תֹּקֻח־לָכְּכ ֹו֑דֲעֹומְּב ֹו֖תֹא ּוׂ֥שֲעַּת םִיַּ֛בְרֲעָֽה ןיֵּ֧ב הֶּ֜זַה ׁשֶדֹ֨חַּב םֹו֠י־רָֽׂשָע הָ֣עָּבְרַאְּב
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 ׃ֹוֽתֹא ּוׂ֥שֲעַּת ויָ֖טָּפְׁשִמ
Let the Israelites keep the Passover at its appointed time. On the fourteenth 
day of this month, at twilight, you shall keep it at its appointed time; 
according to all its statutes and all its regulations you shall keep it 

 
Similarly, the Hittite command to the temple personnel says: (CTH 264) §9 lines 57-
69: 
 
       Furthermore: You who are Temple-Men, if you do not celebrate the festivals 
       on the time of (each) festival, and the spr[ing] festival 
       you celebrate in the fall, (or) the fall festival 
       you celebrate in the spring, if the right time to perform a festival 
       has come, and the one who is to perform it comes to you, 
       the SANGA-priests, the GUDU-priests, the AMA.DINGIR-priestesses,  

and to them, the Te[mple]-Men, 
       he seizes their knees (saying): “The harvest (is) before me,”  
       or marriage, or a journey, or some other matter,  
       “Support me, and let meanwhile the aforementioned matter pass before me. 
       But, as soon as the aforementioned matter has passed before me, 
       I shall celebrate the festival accordingly.”  
       Do not act (according) to the man’s will.16 
 
This passage shows also the connection between the priesthood and the population 
regarding their responsibility to celebrate the festivals on time. In an early historical 
text of king Ḫattušili I (1650) at the installation of his heir to the throne, Muršili I,  he 
says: (CTH 9 §21) 
 

Be very careful about the matter [of the gods]. Their sacrificial loaves, their 
libations, their [ste]w, and their groats must be kept ready for them. 
You (Muršili) must [not] postpone (them), nor fall behind. If you were to 
[postpone (them)], it would be evil, (as indeed was) the former (condition). So 
be [it]!17 
 

Indeed, king Tudḫaliya IV several hundred years later, prays to the Sun-goddess of 
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Arinna with the following words:  
 

“I shall [confess] my sin [before you] and never again [shall I omit] the 
festivals. I will not interchange the spring and [autumn festivals]. [The 
festivals of spring] I shall perform only in the spring, [and the festival of] 
autumn I shall perform only in the autumn.18 

 
Place and time go hand in hand to create a cosmos in which humans and gods exist 
together. The biblical and the Hittite texts explain clearly this mutuality of the relations 
between the people and the divine world.  
 

** 
 

Returning to the idea of the visit to the gods which stands at the core of the concept 
of pilgrimage, as indicated in the biblical texts quoted above, the two cultures show 
that the main idea of relations with the divine world is to worship the deity at its holy 
abode, and thus there is a need to create a “house” for the deity and then maintain it as 
the deity will come to reside in it or at least visit it in response to the human call.  

Temples were the result of activity conducted either by local communities or by the 
ruling authorities. Houses for the gods are written in cuneiform Sumerograms as É 
DINGIR = read in hitt. šiunaš parna and correlating with the Hebrew expressions for 
temple:  הוהי תיב // לא-תיב  that is, “the house of YHWH” or “the house of El”. This 
house was the place where the deity met with the worshipers, and for this reason the 
worshipers were supposed to come and visit and pay homage. 

Attempting to look at both cultures through a historical lens, we can see the royal 
houses activities regarding the construction of temples or establishing or re-
establishing cultic activities. When I use the term “historical” texts for the Bible, I refer 
to texts from the books of Samuel, Kings and Chronicles that aim to tell the acts of 
YHWH in the history of Israel and Judah. There are several texts which relate stories 
regarding pilgrimage and I will mention five of them. The first one falls under the 
designation “individual pilgrimage”, while the others can be regarded as “state” or 
“royal pilgrimages”: 
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1. The family pilgrimage which Samuel’s father’s house conducted every year to 
the temple of Eli the priest at Shiloh, in 1Sam 1:3: “Now this man used to go 
up year by year from his town to worship and to sacrifice to the LORD of hosts 
at Shiloh.” The pilgrimage was conducted once a year and not three times as 
in the commandments of the Torah. Furthermore, the entire family, including 
the wives, went to the temple, not the males alone. 

2. The festival King David celebrated when bringing the Ark of YHWH to 
Jerusalem in 2Sam 6. A festival was organized and participated in by the king 
himself on the occasion of bringing the holy presence of his personal god to 
his capital. This was accompanied by the sacrifice of a great number of animals. 
Since there was a journey here of the divine symbol into the temple, I assume 
the festival was a pilgrimage made by David.19 

3. The pilgrimage King Solomon made to worship at the temple of Gibeon in 
1Kings 3:4–15. This story is crucial in the comparison with the Hittite cult 
practice, and I will develop it below. 

4. The construction of temples by Jeroboam I in Beit-El and in Dan, where he 
expected the population of his kingdom to worship instead of making a 
pilgrimage to Jerusalem, which became the capital of the enemy kingdom, in 
1Kings 12:26–33. 

5. The great Passover festival celebrated by King Hezekiah in Jerusalem, to 
which Israelites from the north and south came in 2Chronicle 29–30. This 
chapter tells the story of the renewal of worship in the temple in Jerusalem, to 
which all the Israelites including those from the destroyed Northern kingdom 
were invited to attend for the festival of the spring.  

 
What can be seen in the list of examples from the biblical texts is that most of them 

relate to royal activities, which are easier to compare with the Hittite material, since 
the Hittite texts mainly give a picture of cultic activity performed by the royal family. 
However, let me start with the first example, from the Book of Samuel, which is not of 
a royal pilgrimage but rather reflects the pilgrimage of a household –probably a 
prosperous one–to the main temple of the region. The entire family went to the temple 
every year to make sacrifices, sit there to eat and celebrate while also being able to 
pray for their well-being. An interesting similarity to an episode mentioned in this story 
can be found in a Hittite text. In the instructions to the Temple personnel a warning is 
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given regarding disturbances during the festival, when the people visit the temple, as 
follows: 
(CTH 264 §12 lines 35-43) 
 

Furthermore: You [who are] SANGA-priests, GUDU-priests,  
AMA.DINGIR-priestesses, the Temple-Men,  
[if there is a] tuhmeiant-(man?) inside the temple, or in another 
sacred building someone gets drunk; If he is disturbing inside 
the temple, and he causes a quarrel, and breaks up a festival, 
let them beat him. [Furth]er, let him celebrate that festival as set up ready 
with ox(en), sheep, bread (and) beer. [….] Be very careful with a quarrel.20 
 

Looking back at the biblical text in the first chapter of Samuel, we find the priest 
Eli checking whether Hannah was drunk. Here is their conversation, 1Samuel 1:12-17: 
 

 ׃ָהיִּֽפ־תֶא רֵ֥מֹׁש יִ֖לֵעְו הָ֑והְי יֵ֣נְפִל לֵּ֖לַּפְתִהְל הָ֔תְּבְרִה יִּ֣כ ֙הָיָהְו
ֹל ּהָ֖לֹוקְו תֹו֔עָּנ ָהיֶ֣תָפְׂש קַ֚ר ּהָּ֔בִל־לַע תֶרֶּ֣בַדְמ איִ֚ה הָּ֗נַחְו   ׃הָֽרֹּכִׁשְל יִ֖לֵע ָהֶ֥בְׁשְחַּיַו ַעֵ֑מָּׁשִי א֣
ֹּיַו   ׃nִיָֽלָעֵמ n ֵ֖ניֵי־תֶא יִריִ֥סָה ןיִ֑רָּכַּתְׁשִּת יַ֖תָמ־דַע יִ֔לֵע ָ֙היֶ֨לֵא רֶמא֤
ֹּתַו הָּ֤נַח ןַעַּ֨תַו  ֹל ֙רֶמא֙ ֹל רָ֖כֵׁשְו ןִי ַ֥יְו יִכֹ֔נָא ַ֙חּו֙ר־תַׁשְק הָּׁ֤שִא יִ֔נֹדֲא א֣  יֵ֥נְפִל יִׁ֖שְפַנ־תֶא nֹּ֥פְׁשֶאָו יִתיִ֑תָׁש א֣
 ׃הָֽוהְי
 ׃הָּנֵֽה־דַע יִּתְרַּ֥בִּד יִ֖סְעַכְו יִ֛חיִׂש בֹ֥רֵמ־יִּֽכ לַעָּ֑יִלְּב־תַּב יֵ֖נְפִל 0ְ֔תָ֣מֲא־תֶא ֙ןֵּתִּת־לַא 
ֹּיַו יִ֛לֵע ןַעַּ֧יַו   ׃ֹוּֽמִעֵמ ְּתְלַ֖אָׁש רֶׁ֥שֲא nֵ֔תָלֵׁ֣ש־תֶא ֙ןֵּתִי לֵ֗אָרְׂשִי יֵ֣הoאֵו םֹו֑לָׁשְל יִ֣כְל רֶמא֖

 
As she continued praying before the LORD, Eli observed her mouth.  Hannah was 
praying silently; only her lips moved, but her voice was not heard; therefore, Eli 
thought she was drunk.  So Eli said to her, “How long will you make a drunken 
spectacle of yourself? Put away your wine.”  But Hannah answered, “No, my lord, I 
am a woman deeply troubled; I have drunk neither wine nor strong drink, but I have 
been pouring out my soul before the LORD. Do not regard your servant as a worthless 
woman, for I have been speaking out of my great anxiety and vexation all this time.” 
Then Eli answered, “Go in peace; the God of Israel will grant the petition you have 
made to him.” 
 

** 
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Further insight into the Hittite local cults is gained through the texts including 

descriptions and instructions for setting up local cults regarding the two seasonal 
festivals, autumn and spring. During the autumn festival a large sealed vessel filled 
with grain was placed before the deity (or deities) of the city. When spring came this 
vessel was opened, the grain milled, and bread was made with the flour. The temple 
personnel who were responsible for its care and preparing the sacrifices, also took the 
statue of the god from its pedestal in the shrine and moved it to its stela outside of the 
city. They washed and anointed the statue and the stela and offered it food and 
beverages. They also ate and drank themselves. In the evening they returned the statue 
to its shrine. The next day they joined the locals in the festival by having sports contests 
and war games.21 The following example shows that the king himself took care of 
establishing the shrine, and that the quantity of sacrifices to be offered was also fixed 
in advance. All these festivals are indicated as being celebrated mainly to the local 
Storm-god. An example of a Hittite text (KBo 2.7 obv. 18–) 
 

Town of Wiyanuanta: (Deities) Storm God of Ḫurša; Sun Goddess; Inara; Pirwa.   
His Majesty established statues and a temple. His Majesty instituted: for the 
Storm God of Ḫurša: 1 PA of wheat for the ḫarsi-vessel; 3 BÁN of wheat for 
the Sun Goddess; 3 BÁN of wheat for Inara; 3 BÁN (of wheat) for Pirwa 
(Autumn festival)  
When in the fall they pour 1 PA of wheat into the ḫarsi-vessel for the Storm 
God of Ḫurša, they offer 1 sheep to the Storm God. 2 BÁN of flour, 1 ḫuppar-
vessel of beer, 1 vessel of 3 BÁN at the altar; 4 BÁN of flour, 2 vessels [ … 
for display]. His festival is arranged.  
(Spring festival) 
When spring comes (and) it thunders, they open up the ḫarsi-vessel. They 
break 3 loaves of sweet bread; they fill the talaimmi-vessels. They grind (and) 
mill the wheat, and [they o]ffer a goat to [the deity].22 

 
** 

 
Moving on to the concept of royal pilgrimage, the biblical examples show how the 

royal houses of Israel and Judah used the location of the temple to their political 



Ada Taggar Cohen 

 82 

advantage. I will start with King David’s move of a sacred artifact to his worshiping 
place in the city which he had recently conquered and made his capital. David thus 
created a holy location attached to his palace. It was identified as a tent, but was erected 
on a previously sacred place which he had acquired from the previous ruler, King 
Arawnah (2Samuel 24). He also acquired his Goren or “threshing floor”. Here too we 
can see the phenomenon whereby a sacred place remained sacred even with the change 
of the rulers’ religion. The festival for bringing the Ark of YHWA to Jerusalem was 
certainly a special one for the king. It was a royal festival but its exact time in the year 
is not given. David created a holy place in his capital for his personal god. The great 
temple would be built by his son. And here comes the next story about Solomon in 
Gibeon. The text in 1Kings 3:4 clearly indicates the reason for the king’s journey to 
Gibeon, “The king went to Gibeon to sacrifice there, for that was the principal high 
place; Solomon used to offer a thousand burnt offerings on that altar.” At that time 
Gibeon rather than Jerusalem was the central worshiping place, and it was to that place 
the king went to experience an incubation dream. He stayed overnight in the temple to 
encounter the deity who appeared to him in a dream. It was not during a special festival 
but rather during a visitation, maybe part of his inauguration ceremonies, a pilgrimage 
the king made to the great temple outside his capital.  
 

** 
 

We find the Hittite kings performing similar acts. The Hittite king and queen as 
well as the crown prince and princess would travel the country to visit important deities 
and pay them homage. The journey could be during the specific times of festivals, but 
it could also be for special acts of worship by the royals, with no connection to a 
seasonal festival. During the festivals the king and queen traveled to cultic centers at a 
distance of one to three days from the capital.  

For example, the Hittite king Tudḫaliya II introduced a specific cult to a temple in 
a city called Šamuḫa, and his descendent re-enforced it. He pronounced the cult 
instructions as follows (KUB 32.133 obv. i 8–10): “In the future, whenever, the king 
or the queen or the prince or the princess, will come to (=visit) the temple of the 
Goddess of the Night of Šamuḫa, they shall perform these rituals.” The text then 
specifies the cultic activity for the royals as they come to worship the deity at Šamuḫa.23  
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** 
 

A parallel activity to the visit of Solomon to Gibeon can be found in a ritual titled 
as a festival prescribed for a Hittite prince, the heir to the throne, as he is to make a 
pilgrimage to visit the goddess Kataḫḫa of the city of Ankuwa (CTH 633). This goddess 
is an ancient Ḫattian goddess identified as “queen”, and Ankuwa is an ancient cultic 
center prior to the Hittite kingdom’s rule over the region. The prince leaves Ḫattuša on 
a three-day journey to Ankuwa with his entourage. When he arrives, he conducts 
specific rituals to the goddess on the compound of the temple, and mentioned in the 
last act of the text is an incubation scene, where he is sleeping in the temple, evidently 
to enter into communication with the goddess. 
CTH 633: iv, 46’-56 

He goes into the arzana-house. Over there, too, he requests to eat. Three 
warm-breads, ten labku-breads, ten barley-breads, ten sweetbreads of three 
upnu-mesure of barley, one wakšur-vessel of milk, two ḫuppar-vessels of 
beer. Twelve KAR.KID-women sit down in front of him, and they eat (and) 
d[ri]nk. [At t]hat night the prince they purify in that same way; when they 
make him lie down to sleep: at either side of his head, they place two thick-
breads, [At] either side of his feet two thick-breads they place. After that, 
with beer [arou]nd they mark them. As, however, [he is shaking?] the 
KAR.KID-women wake [him] up.24 

However, spectacular pilgrimages were conducted by the king and queen according 
to the prescriptive festival texts during the spring and the autumn festivals. Both 
festivals included cultic activities conducted over a full month. In the Spring, the 
AN.TAḪ.ŠUM-festival was celebrated with the king being instructed on how to leave 
the capital and travel to the city of Taḫurpa, and together with the queen return to 
Ḫattuša to conduct the specific festive rituals. Several days later the king traveled to 
the city of Arinna, where he worships the great Sun-goddess of earth. In the following 
days the king and the queen are back in Ḫattuša celebrating different gods in their 
temples in the capital. The main gods to be celebrated were the Storm god of Zippalanda 
and the Sun-goddess of Arinna. The Storm God of Ḫatti was celebrated only on the 12th 
day. However, this festival was regarded as a very important one as it opened the new 
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year, and brought about the blessings of the gods. The old year’s “sign” (probably), 
was deposited in the ḫešta-temple of the underworld deity (Lelwani). The vessel of 
grain stored in the autumn was opened and bread for the gods was prepared from it. 
This is symbolic in regard to continuation, and traveling from the capital to the other 
towns symbolizes the continued rule over the land by the royal family, supported by 
the divine world. 

Traveling around the country may have become at a certain time a burden to an 
aging king and thus a prince or a princess was sent from the royal family to perform 
the rites and festivals. However, in general there were festivals that were to be 
conducted by the prince (heir to the throne) as well as princesses.25  

Some of the Hittite festivals would find their main performance acted in the capital. 
One of the most elaborate festivals that became known to Hittitologists from the early 
deciphered texts is the KI.LAM festival.26 Its name is translated as the “Gatehouse”-
festival. This festival is mentioned in oldest Hittite manuscripts. In the latest versions 
discovered, it was described as a central three-day festival performed once a year 
exclusively to the gods of Ḫatti in the capital, in which the deities worshiped were the 
Ḫattian gods. In this festival the king and queen inspected a procession of gods moving 
towards the temple of the goddess of grain, followed by a line of administrators from 
different regions of the kingdom who stood at the gate of their houses offering breads, 
livestock, and beverages for the king and queen to inspect. It was a symbolic pilgrimage 
from the towns in the core land of Ḫatti to the capital to pay homage to the gods therein. 
On observation of the formation of the city of Ḫattuša, the southern part of the city 
reveals a special structure that has been interpreted by archeologists as a religious 
structure.27 

During the festivals, the Hittite king and queen would travel with their entourage 
to other cities and worship the different gods. The festivals as such had an important 
political impact.  While the members of the royal family were traveling through the 
country, they were showing their power of rule over the land, worshiping the local gods 
who thus supported and acknowledged their rule.  
 

** 
To return to the Israelite kings mentioned above, Jeroboam I identified politically 

the borders of his kingdom by establishing or renewing royal temples in the north city 
of Dan and the southern city of his kingdom, Beit El. At Beit El we are told he came 
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from his capital Shechem to make sacrifices to YHWH (1Kings 12). The borders of the 
country at the time of David and Solomon were Dan in the North and Beer-Sheba in 
the south (2Sam 24:2;1Kings 5:5). An interesting change regarding Rehoboam, 
Solomon heir to the throne, tells that he came to the religious city of Shechem to be 
royally inaugurated by the northern tribes. “Rehoboam went to Shechem, for all Israel 
had come to Shechem to make him king” (1Kings 12:1). It is well attested in other 
biblical texts that this city was regarded sacred, including the two mountains 
surrounding it, Mount Gerizim and Mount Ebal. Jeroboam I indeed settled in it at his 
inauguration, when separating Israel from Judah. 

As for the story of Hezekiah king of Judah, he is said to have sent messengers to 
the entire land “great Israel” (as it was named in the time of Solomon before the 
kingdom was divided into Israel in the north and Judah in the south), the land conquered 
by the Assyrian in his time. His call for the population to make a pilgrimage to a great 
festival of over a week in Jerusalem for the god YHWH, was a political act in attempt 
to solidify the north with the south under the identity of the one god YHWH.  

2Chr 30:5: “So they decreed to make a proclamation throughout all Israel, from 
Beer-Sheba to Dan, that the people should come and keep the Passover to the LORD 
the God of Israel, at Jerusalem; for they had not kept it in great numbers as prescribed.” 
 
8. To Conclude   

Pilgrimage in the ancient world of the Hittites and the Israelites was part of the 
order set down by the divine, through traditions kept by professionals. Through 
specified seasonal festivals, the deities were to be celebrated for their mutual existence 
with humans as their servants. However, pilgrimage must also be placed in a social and 
a political context. The idea of visitation to a holy place, a place considered 
traditionally sacred, was a basic activity in the societies of the ancient world. Local 
communities have worshiped their local deities for centuries by supporting the local 
temple(s), through visiting the shrines and worshiping the gods at special times of the 
year thus maintaining the order of life through the changing of the seasons. In a cult 
designated by the authorities, the rulers were the initiators and implementers of the 
worship of the gods. By caring for the specific regional temple, the king manifested his 
control over that region. Thus, the fact that the king himself visited the deity showed 
that the deity supported the king. 

The priesthood in the Hittite kingdom was state organized and the royal house 
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controlled and maintained the cult centers around the country.28 They established a 
specific priesthood in different key regions and provided for different temples in order 
to maintain cult activities, specifically during festival times. The royal houses in 
ancient Israel and Judah did likewise, as indicated by the activities of David who 
established the Levites throughout the kingdom, and Solomon who followed him (2Chr. 
11:14). Further we learn of Jeroboam I establishing a northern system (1Kings 12:28–
33). 

In order to maintain their divine support and demonstrate it publicly, the kings 
traveled between the temples and sacred places that existed traditionally in the region 
and founded or strengthened existing temples. They then traveled personally within 
their borders to display their control of the region, paying homage to the gods that 
supported them. 

 
Psa. 24:1-10 

 רֹו֥מְזִ֫מ דִ֗וָדְל
 ׃ּהָֽב יֵבְׁשֹ֣יְו לֵ֗בֵּ֝ת ּהָ֑אֹולְמּו ץֶרָ֣אָה הָוהיַֽ֭ל

 ׃ָהֶֽנְנֹוכְי תֹו֗רָהְ֝נ־לַעְו ּהָ֑דָסְי םיִּ֣מַי־לַע אּ֭וה־יִּכ  
ָי־יִמּו הָ֑והְי־רַהְב הֶ֥לֲעַי־יִֽמ    ׃ֹוֽׁשְדָק םֹו֥קְמִּב םּוק֝

ֹלְו יִׁ֑שְפַנ אְוָּׁ֣שַל אָׂ֣שָנ־ֹאל ׀ רֶׁ֤שֲא בָ֥בֵ֫ל־רַבּֽו םִיַּ֗פַכ יִ֥קְנ    ׃הָֽמְרִמְל עַּ֣בְׁשִנ א֖
 ׃ֹוֽעְׁשִי יֵ֥ה²ֱאֵמ הָ֗קָדְצּ֝ו הָ֑והְי תֵ֣אֵמ הָכָרְ֭ב אָּׂ֣שִי  

ֶז    ׃הָלֶֽס בֹ֣קֲעַי µיֶ֖נָפ יֵׁ֨שְקַבְמ ]ויָׁ֑שְרֹּד[ וָׁשְרֹּד רֹוּ֣ד ה֭
 ׃דֹוֽבָּכַה ¸ֶלֶ֣מ אֹו֗בָיְ֝ו םָ֑לֹוע יֵ֣חְתִּפ ּואְׂשָּנִהְֽ֭ו םֶ֗כיֵׁשאָֽר ׀ םיִ֨רָעְׁש ּו֤אְׂש  

 ׃הָֽמָחְלִמ רֹוּ֥בִּג הָ֗והְ֝י רֹוּ֑בִגְו זּוּ֣זִע הָוהְ֭י דֹו֥בָּ֫כַה ¸ֶלֶ֤מ ֮הֶז יִ֥מ  
 ׃דֹוֽבָּכַה ¸ֶלֶ֣מ ֹאבָיְ֝ו םָ֑לֹוע יֵ֣חְתִּפ ּואְׂשּ֭ו םֶ֗כיֵׁשאָֽר ׀ םיִ֨רָעְׁש ּו֤אְׂש  

 ׃הָלֶֽס דֹו֣בָּכַה ¸ֶלֶ֖מ אּו֤ה תֹו֑אָבְצ הָ֥והְי דֹו֥בָּ֫כַה ¸ֶלֶ֤מ ֮הֶז אּו֣ה יִ֤מ  
 

The earth is YHWH’s and all that is in it, 
the world, and those who live in it; 

Who shall ascend the mountain of YHWH? 
Those who have clean hands and pure hearts, 

Lift up your heads, O gates! 
and be lifted up, O everlasting doors! 
that the King of glory may come in. 

Who is this King of glory? 
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The LORD(YHWH) of hosts, 
he is the King of glory. Selah 

 

 
 

Fig. 1 The Sphinx Gate of Alaça Höyük, in Çorum province, Turkey. The gate 

and the walls are covered with images of the Hittite king and queen leading the 

cult personnel to the temple to make sacrifices to the god and goddess. The 

construction of the gate is dated to the 14 th  century BCE. 

(https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_Sphinx_Gate,_14th_century_B

C,_Alacahöyük,_Turkey_(26136316945).jpg) 
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