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The Persian Period and the Formation of the Hebrew Bible: A
Reassessment of the Evidence from Jerusalem

Impressive evidence for scribal infrastructure in Judah disappeared, | repeat,
disappeared after the 586 BC destruction. In the Babylonian and Persian period the
southern highlands show almost no evidence of Hebrew, underlining Hebrew,
inscriptions. . . . Not a single Hebrew inscription is known for the period between 586 and
350. Not an ostracon, nor a seal, nor a seal impression, nor a bulla. In short, there is no
evidence for Hebrew writing culture in Yehud. — Israel Finkelstein'

This essay seeks to test common arguments that much of the biblical literature was taking
shape in Persian period Jerusalem against Finkelstein's observation above. It will begin with
some general methodological points of argument before exploring in depth how the evidence
has been interpreted by archaeologists.

The Hebrew Bible’s formation is almost? universally recognized as a complex process involving
the collation and redaction of multiple Judean and Samarian texts into a more or less coherent
narrative. Numerous scribes—and even entire scribal schools—worked with archived sources to
produce documents forming the ideological foundation of the Jerusalem Yahweh cult.® The
results reveal a high level of literary sophistication among both authors and intended
audiences.*

There is also a widespread understanding that much of this literature was composed or at least
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Steven W. Gauley (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 195ff.



took final shape in Persian-period Jerusalem.® The paucity of archaeological evidence in
Jerusalem from the Persian period is not generally seen as a major hurdle since the “lack of a
distinct Persian material culture has also been noted in other territories under Persian rule.” In
Jerusalem, this relative absence of Persian period remains has been explained as later building
over earlier Achaemenid levels.” Scribal institutions are assumed to have continued in the land
despite the Babylonian deportations. Especially since the appearance of Hans Barstad’'s The
Myth of the Empty Land in 1996 the view that these conquests inflicted on Jerusalem maijor,
even irreparable, cultural and institutional collapse has been widely dismissed as an ideological
“biblical myth”.? It is now common to accept the continuation of both a substantial population
and cultural and cultic institutions, including the scribal class,® and even that a significant
number of elites returned with the advent of Persian rule.’® Hence Jerusalem is often imagined
as the cradle of biblical composition.

This essay has two parts. The first assesses arguments linking specific literary outputs to
Persian period material conditions; the second focuses on Jerusalem. A comprehensive study
would extend beyond the city to the wider province of Yehud, Samaria, and Elephantine, and
compare Persian-period evidence with Iron Age and Hellenistic contexts. That extended scope
could confirm or challenge conclusions of this essay. But we begin with a limited focus. Unless
otherwise stated references to Jerusalem will be to Persian period Jerusalem.

Part One

A common rationale for situating the development of biblical literature in the Persian period is
the perception of its ideological and thematic resonance with the Persian world. The texts are
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said to reflect a community “euphoric”"" over Cyrus’s conquests and “obsessed with ideological
constructions and memories” of monarchy, exile, and hopes of return, redemption, and utopian
renewal.'? Biblical writings, it is argued, assume a stable, divinely ordered world"*—Egypt being
the hostile exception'*—and express faith in a future golden age following national disaster."
Since these themes align with conditions in sixth- to fourth-century Jerusalem—peace, absence
of native kingship, imperial recognition of a universal “God of heaven,” and enmity toward
Egypt—Jerusalem is posited as their setting. Underlying this view is the assumption of returning
priests, scribes, and others from Babylonia, as depicted in the Bible, though archaeology yields
no evidence even for small-scale repatriation.’®

Linking literary themes to archaeological contexts without accompanying justification is logically
flawed, as Benjamin Sommer'” and Jon Levenson have shown'. The error lies in overlooking
alternative historical settings that could also match the literature. One example'® is Konrad
Schmid, who, despite acknowledging Sommer’s critique, continues this approach “with due
caution.”® In doing so, he repeats the same mistake: identifying the “God of heaven” as a
Persian-period concept among Jehudians?' while neglecting the possibility of Hellenistic
influence on Pentateuchal authors. Ironically, his cited source discusses both Persian and
Hellenistic usages, yet the latter is deemed inconceivable as a formative context for biblical
literature.?® An inverted version of this error occurs when archaeological data are used to
exclude Persian-period composition. Thus Finkelstein argues that some biblical narratives

" Albert de Pury, “Sem, Cham et Japhet. De la fraternité a I'esclavage?” in Kopugaiw Avdpi: Mélanges
Offerts a André Hurst, ed. Antje Kolde, Alessandra Lukinovich, and André-Louis Rey, Recherches et
Rencontres 22 (Genéve: Droz, 2005), 502.

2 Ehud Ben Zvi, Social Memory Among the Literati of Yehud, Beihefte Zur Zeitschrift Flr Die
Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft, Volume 509 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2019), 39.

13 Konrad Schmid, “How to Identify a Persian Period Text in the Pentateuch,” in On Dating Biblical Texts to
the Persian Period: Discerning Criteria and Establishing Epochs, ed. Richard J. Bautch and Mark
Lackowski, Forschungen Zum Alten Testament. 2. Reihe, 101 (TUbingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2019), 103.

4 Schmid, 112.

'® Konrad Schmid, The Old Testament: A Literary History, trans. Linda M. Maloney (Minneapolis, Minn.:
Fortress Press, 2012), 146ff.

16 Oded Lipschits and Manfred Oeming, eds., Judah and the Judeans in the Persian Period (Winona
Lake, Ind: Eisenbrauns, 2006), 32.

7 Benjamin D. Sommer, “Dating Pentateuchal Texts and the Perils of Pseudo-Historicism,” in The
Pentateuch: International Perspectives on Current Research, ed. Thomas B Dozeman, Konrad Schmid,
and Baruch J Schwartz (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 85-108.

'8 Jon D. Levenson, “Theological Consensus or Historicist Evasion? Jews and Christians in Biblical
Studies,” in The Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament, and Historical Criticism: Jews and Christians in Biblical
Studies (Louisville, Ky: Westminster John Knox Press, 1993), 82—-105.

® Examples could be multiplied. Another illustration of the potential subjectivity of this method of
argument is the assignment of the Table of Nations either to the conditions of the sixth century—*I'ceuvre
ne peut étre postérieure au regne de Cyrus” as per de Pury, “Sem, Cham et Japhet,” 502—but to the third
century—"“the Table of Nations consistently reflected political realities of the period 273-269 BCE” per
Russell E. Gmirkin, Berossus and Genesis, Manetho and Exodus: Hellenistic Histories and the Date of
the Pentateuch (New York: T&T Clark, 2006), 163.

20 Schmid, “How to Identify a Persian Period Text in the Pentateuch,” 101f.

21 “Jews” seems to be anachronistic for this time period.

22 Schmid, “How to Identify a Persian Period Text in the Pentateuch,” 115; Stefan Beyerle, “The ‘God of
Heaven’ in Persian and Hellenistic Times,” in Other Worlds and Their Relation to This World: Early Jewish
and Ancient Christian Traditions, ed. Tobias Nicklas et al. (Leiden: Brill Academic, 2010), 17-36.



emphasize places irrelevant to Persian Yehud and thus could not have been written then.??
Such reasoning ignores the likelihood that Persian-period scribes engaged with earlier materials
and fails to consider other forms of ideological or cultural relevance.

A concept or setting associated with Persian culture need not have been adopted during the
Persian period itself. Hellenistic writers, for instance, are known to have looked back to Persian
times for ideological or literary inspiration, idealizing a pre-Alexandrian past.?*

Linguistic evidence has likewise been used to support a Persian-period provenance for the
Pentateuch or parts of it—and also to challenge such dating on “ideological” grounds.?® These
debates remain unresolved.? Even paleo-Hebrew is ambiguous: it appears both in early
inscriptions and in Hellenistic-Hasmonean coins, showing that the script was revived after the
Persian period.?

Part Two

Turning to Jerusalem, population estimates potentially show whether a viable literary scribal
elite could have existed.
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Map illustrating extent of the southwestern hill area that ceased to be occupied after 586 BCE.?®

Jerusalem’s inhabited area shrank drastically in the Persian period; archaeologists agree the
southwestern hill was abandoned.?

Population estimates for the city by the late fourth century range from 5,000 to as few as 400.*
The latter figure could hardly sustain a scribal elite capable of advanced literary production.

If Yehud was so small and impoverished, how could its social and religious elites have
supported the literary activity attributed to this era?®'

Oded Lipschits, noted for his detailed analysis of Jerusalem’s Babylonian and Persian-period
archaeology,* estimates a population of 1,000-1,250,% possibly up to 3,000 for Jerusalem and

2 Nitzan Shalom et al., “How Is a City Destroyed? New Archaeological Data on the Babylonian Campaign
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its environs.* The gap between his figure and the lowest estimates (400-500) stems mainly
from how “negative evidence” is interpreted.*® By including the Ophel hill—where no Persian
structures, floors, or pottery have been found—Lipschits doubles Finkelstein’s estimate.®
Lipschits justifies this by hypothesis and assumption:* he points to (a) an adjacent area where
pottery sherds were dumped and (b) his own reasons for believing that the area would have
attracted occupation.®® This reasoning—interpreting an absence of evidence through
speculative hypothesis—is not unique to Lipschits; Finkelstein has explained in detail why he
rejects such an approach.*

Temple
Mount

Limits of the different Areas in Persian Period Jerusalem
Lipschits’ map showing the extent of the Ophel area beside the rest of the city. Not immediately clear in
this map but a point that should be noted when assessing debates over habitation is that the Ophel area
is an incline between the Temple Mount and City of David.*°

34 Oded Lipschits, The Fall and Rise of Jerusalem (Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2005), 271. This
3,000 figure appears to be a casual rounding up of the 2,750 figure as calculated and listed on the
previous page. It happily coincides with the biblical claim of Jerusalem’s population size: 3,044 according
to Nehemiah 11:3-24 (Lipschits, 162).

% There are also debates about the most reliable coefficient to use in estimating population per dunam or
hectare. Lipchits has been criticized for using the same coefficient for Jerusalem in both the late Iron Age
and the Persian period: Israel Finkelstein, “The Territorial Extent and Demography of Yehud/Judea in the
Persian and Early Hellenistic Periods,” Revue Biblique 117, no. 1 (2010): 44f; Avraham Faust, “Settlement
Dynamics and Demographic Fluctuations in Judah from the Late Iron Age to the Hellenistic Period and
the Archaeology of Persian-Period Yehud,” in Time of Change: Judah and Its Neighbours in the Persian
and Early Hellenistic Periods, ed. Yigal Levin (London: T&T Clark, 2007), 35; Oded Lipschits,
“Demographic Changes in Judah Between the Seventh and the Fifth Centuries B.C.E.,” in Judah and the
Judeans in the Neo-Babylonian Period, ed. Oded Lipschits and Joseph Blenkinsopp (Winona Lake, Ind:
Eisenbrauns, 2003), 326.

% |srael Finkelstein, “Persian Period Jerusalem and Yehud: A Rejoinder,” Journal of Hebrew Scriptures 9,
no. 24 (2009): 10.

37 Finkelstein (above) responds to another critic with: “This is a hypothesis based on an assumption . . .
which is not supported by a single find” (8).

% Lipschits, “Persian Period Finds from Jerusalem,” 19f; Lipschits, “Between Archaeology and Text,” 153f.
% Finkelstein, “Persian Period Jerusalem and Yehud: A Rejoinder,” 10f.

40 Lipschits, “Persian Period Finds from Jerusalem,” 21.



Scribal elites required financial backing: writing materials were expensive, archives demanded
long-term upkeep, and schools needed sustained support throughout the Persian period. Such
activity presupposes a sufficient tax base, comparable to that supporting administrative or
military staff.*’ Yet archaeology offers no evidence that Jerusalem functioned as an economic or
administrative hub. Moza, about 7 km away, shows denser remains indicating a more active
economy,* while Ramat Rahel, 3 km south, served as the province’s fifth-century administrative
centre.*®* Zwickel adds another indicator of Jerusalem’s economic insignificance:

If one considers the location of the Persian-period settlements north of Jerusalem, they
all appear not to have been oriented toward the city of Jerusalem. Rather, they lie in the
immediate vicinity of a road that leads up from the Jordan Rift and descends toward
Jaffa. It was not Jerusalem that was of significance for these settlements; the forts were
not intended to protect the way into the holy city, but to secure the trade between
Transjordan and the Mediterranean coast. (translation) **

Though “depopulated and impoverished”,** Jerusalem has been proposed as a pilgrimage
centre.*® Its temple supposedly attracted regular visitors from afar. Comparisons have been
made with other low population yet frequented cult centres—Delphi, Olympia, and
Praeneste*’—none of which was known for sophisticated scribal activity.*® The idea
presupposes that biblical traditions were part of people’s consciousness so early — which of
course is what is being questioned here. Zwickel even wonders whether anyone saw a reason
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to build a temple in the early part of the Persian period.*® Nonetheless, correspondence from the
Jewish colony in Elephantine, dated 407 BCE, is addressed “the High Priest and his colleagues
[or “brothers”] the priests who are in Jerusalem”,*® so we can infer by the end of the fifth century
Jerusalem did have a cult centre, presumably a modest temple of some kind, supporting
multiple priests. Notably, the letter was written in Aramaic, not Hebrew.®' Further, both papyri
remains and the iconography associated with the Yahwist temple in Elephantine attest to a
polytheistic cult that the Jerusalem priests were expected to recognize.®? The cultic practices of
Elephantine were inconsistent with Pentateuchal laws,> raising further difficulties if Jerusalem
scribes at this time were developing the Pentateuch.

Archaeological finds that have been associated with pilgrimages to Jerusalem are coins. These
coins bear paleo-Hebrew inscriptions naming “Yehud”*. They are from the later half of the fourth
century®® and are the only artefacts from Persian Yehud that contain Hebrew script.*® Being of
low denomination they are often thought to have served in the temple cult, providing indirect
support for Jerusalem as a pilgrimage centre. This inference must be balanced against two
facts: their iconography—such as the ear and the deity on a winged throne—parallels pagan
cult imagery;®” and Jerusalem priests evidently accepted another Yahwist temple outside
Jerusalem. Without assuming that the Hebrew scriptures were already authoritative and
prescribed Jerusalem’s cultic centrality, there is no evidence that it functioned as a pilgrimage
centre. Materially, Jerusalem shows no sign of being either a pilgrimage or literary hub.

What is of particular significance, however, even if one accepts a population double or more
than Finkelstein’s “minimalist” estimate, the crucial fact remains—emphasized at the outset of
this essay—that throughout two centuries of Persian rule there is a “total disappearance of
Hebrew” in Yehud.®® Evidence for scribal activity in the language of the Hebrew Bible does not
reappear until the Hellenistic period.

49 Zwickel, “Jerusalem und Samaria zur Zeit Nehemias,” 214. “Who would have come?”
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Change (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 142.

5! Porten, 139.
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(Urbana: University of lllinois Press, 2009), 166. The quoted phrase above is from Sanders.



There is almost a complete absence of Hebrew inscriptions from the Persian province of
Yehud. Until the mid-third century B.C.E., practically no evidence exists of writing in
Hebrew (apart from the Bible). Ironically, this is exactly the time when Biblical Hebrew
literature is supposedly exploding, when Biblical Hebrew literature has its magical
moment.>®

Aramaic, the language of Persian administration, not Hebrew, is found in inscriptions.

Administrative scribal outputs (specifically here, seal impressions on jar handles) are hardly
evidence for literary activity but it is nonetheless worth noting that the name Yehud appears only
in Aramaic script.® Only in late Hellenistic (Hasmonean) times does it appear in paleo-Hebrew.®’
The name for Jerusalem (yr§im) itself is unattested in the Persian period, emerging only in
Hellenistic administrative contexts when Hebrew script began to replace Aramaic.%? For this
reason, along with sixth century Babylonian references to Jerusalem as the “city of Yehud”,
Ya’akov Meshorer has even questioned whether Jerusalem was known by that name among
administrators until after the Persian period.® This potentially further weakens the idea that
Jerusalem had any distinctive status.

One might suggest that Hebrew literary works have simply been lost because they were written
on papyrus. Yet if scribes had engaged in Hebrew literary activity, some trace would likely
appear in other media—seals, bullae, or ostraca.® Though papyrus decays, scrolls were
labelled with appropriate clay-based identification. Scribes would have their own seals. Al
indications point to scribes working exclusively in Aramaic administrative contexts.

Despite the absence of archaeological evidence for sophisticated literary activity in Jerusalem,
and despite the positive evidence for a very low population, scholars still imagine a thriving
post-586 scribal culture producing an advanced literary heritage. The reason appears to be
interpreting both positive and negative archaeological evidence through biblical narratives. Even
where the justification for this scenario is not made explicit it nonetheless is present, as can be
seen in the work of Lipschits. Lipschits, as pointed out above (note 30), is among the most
prolific authors of archaeological data on Jerusalem and Yehud. His studies frequently note how
closely his population estimates closely match those in Nehemiah—sometimes uses Nehemiah

% Schniedewind, How the Bible Became a Book, 177. Schniedewind is overly cautious. It would have
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through which to reconstruct Jerusalem,® at other times claiming the figures merely coincide
with archaeological results.®® (In one publication he criticizes scholars who cite different
Nehemiah passages when proposing “minimalist” population estimates.®’) For this reason, his
methods warrant scrutiny—as has been done in part by Finkelstein (note 37 above) and
Avraham Faust.®®

Faust contends that the Babylonian conquest caused such a sharp break in material culture that
the Persian province of Yehud should be viewed as a “post-collapse society”.®® A frequent
feature of a post-collapse society is a precipitous population collapse (75-90%), not only in the
urban areas but also in their rural hinterlands.” Social order collapses, self-sufficiency
increases, trade and specialized crafts fade from view, urban construction largely ceases or
reuses older structures, much of it recycling older buildings, and the archaeological record is
notably more ephemeral.”! For Faust, Tainter’s analysis of “post-collapse societies” fits the
evidence for Persian period Jerusalem.

wmm

FiGURE 3 Jerusalem in the late Iron 11 (mid-8th-beginning of 6th century BCE). FIGURE 4 Jerusalem in the Babylonian, Persian and Early Hellenistic periods (6th-mid-2nd FIGURE 5 Jerusalem in the Late Hellenistic (Hasmonean) period (mid-2nd-mid-1st
century BCE). century BCE).

Maps illustrating the extent of Jerusalem in the late Iron Age, Persian and Hellenistic periods.”

8 Lipschits and Oeming, Judah and the Judeans in the Persian Period, 40.

% Lipschits, “Between Archaeology and Text,” 147; Lipschits, The Fall and Rise of Jerusalem, 271.

57 Lipschits, “Persian Period Finds from Jerusalem,” 4.

% Faust, Judah in the Neo-Babylonian Period, 129-31. “For example, he did not compare the same
regions in all periods. The Persian period’s demographic estimation did not include regions that were
outside the yehud province; however, these regions were included in his Iron Age calculations. Therefore,
the comparison is misleading, and the population of the Persian period should be increased (see below
for corrections, based on his own data). Lipschits’s figures, on the other hand, err in favor of the Persian
period for many reasons.....”

6 Avraham Faust, “Social, Cultural and Demographic Changes in Judah During the Transition from the
Iron Age to the Persian Period and the Nature of the Society during the Persian Period,” in From Judah to
Judaea: Socio-Economic Structures and Processes in the Persian Period, ed. Johannes Unsok Ro
(Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2013), 108-34.

0 Joseph A. Tainter, “Post-Collapse Societies,” in Companion Encyclopedia of Archaeology, ed. Graeme
Barker (London: Routledge, 1999), 1021. Faust draws his concept of a post-collapse society from
Tainter’s study.

™ Tainter, 1021-24, 31.

2 Geva, “Jerusalem’s Population in Antiquity,” 140ff. Note that the contrast is even more pronounced if
the Ophel hill area is removed since there are no Persian period finds there at all.



Analyzing various population estimates for the Persian period, including those of Lipschits,
Faust concludes that soon after 586 BCE the population in Jerusalem’s administrative zone fell
to about 20% of its pre-destruction level, reaching only a third of its late Iron Age size some 250
years later.”® Lipschits agrees that certain areas saw dramatic declines but disputes that they
applied to all regions.” While this essay cannot review the full debate between Lipschits, Faust,
and Finkelstein, two archaeological indicators merit emphasis. Both point to a profound cultural
and sociological rupture after 586: the disappearances of the four-room house and the Judahite
tombs.”

The four-room house, characteristic of Judahite society in Iron Age II, was more than a
functional design: it reflected cultural patterns now lost, appearing across rural and urban
settings, among rich and poor, fulfilling private and public functions, and even being a template
for tombs.”® That it should disappear, without even the older houses being re-used, suggests a
major cultural dislocation. Another break from the Iron Age is the absence of new or reused
Judahite tombs in the Persian period.”” Only two such tombs have been found within
Jerusalem.” Lipschits acknowledges this is an indicator of the city’s “wretchedly poor””® state.
Yet later he attributed these disappearances more positively to reflecting “deep religious and
social change.” Part of the rationale is the inability to accept that Babylonian deportations
caused such devastation. Against this point, Faust cites evidence that deportations alone were
not the reason for the population collapse, but losses also that resulted from famine, disease,
massacres, fleeing refugees that are known to have accompanied such wars.®

Returning to the literary perspective, it deserves notice that post-collapse societies often
develop a post-collapse mythology of what went before:

Often the fall of early states and empires comes later to represent a paradise lost, a
golden age of good government, wise rule, harmony, and peace, when all was right with
the world.®?

This outlook contrasts sharply with the biblical literature, which portrays the past not as an ideal
age but as one of repeated apostasies requiring repentance. Yet even here a leading
archaeologist has recreated memories of a golden age among a section of those inhabiting
Jerusalem’s ruins, as the following explains.

At the same conference that featured the Finkelstein quotation cited at the start of this essay,
Lipschits uncontroversially described Jerusalem as “sparse and poor residences built into the

3 Faust, “Social, Cultural and Demographic Changes in Judah,” 123.

" Lipschits, “Demographic Changes in Judah Between the Seventh and the Fifth Centuries B.C.E.”
5 Faust, “Settlement Dynamics and Demographic Fluctuations in Judah,” 42f.

8 Faust, Judah in the Neo-Babylonian Period, 101.

" Faust, 98f. These tombs were, of course, for the well-to-do.

8 Zwickel, “Jerusalem und Samaria zur Zeit Nehemias,” 210.

9 Lipschits and Oeming, Judah and the Judeans in the Persian Period, 31.

8 Lipschits, “Shedding New Light on the Dark Years of the ‘Exilic Period’,” 74.

8 Faust, Judah in the Neo-Babylonian Period, 186.

8 Tainter, “Post-Collapse Societies,” 1028.



ruins of the Iron Age city.”®® He highlighted a two-storey house showing evidence of a plentiful
food supply, presumably from trade with the Phoenician coast®, suggesting a relatively
prosperous household. Notably, Lipschits interprets these finds—and even the thoughts and
memories of those living among these ruins— through passages from Jeremiah, Ezekiel,
Haggai, Zechariah, Ezra-Nehemiah, demonstrating how scriptural references shape his reading
of both the evidence and the “negative evidence”.

we should interpret the “return to Zion” as a slow and gradual process of a very small
number . . . of the exiled elite, who did not leave an imprint on the archaeological data®

assuming that they contain some historical reliability®®

with no support from any other source®’

The paper constructs the mentalities, historical consciousness and memories of two distinct
groups in Jerusalem: descendants of those who had remained in the land and elite descendants
of deportees who had (without leaving a trace in the ground) returned. The former, on looking
every day at the ruins around them, are said to have recalled the past as a glorious era that was
ruined because of the sins of the elites. The elites returned, looking down on the “remainees”,
wondering if now was the right time to rebuild the temple. The ideological debates Lipschits
constructs, and even the existence of two groups, is entirely read into the meagre
archaeological data from the biblical texts:

The existence of both perspectives is most clearly expressed in the prophecy of Haggai .
. . Zechariah 1:12—-17 can also be interpreted in this direction, and Ezekiel . . . .

This is the basis of my attempt to understand the reality revealed in the archaeological
excavations in Jerusalem.®

The reader is left to imagine a scribal elite, presumably sheltering in spaces eked out among
ruins yet with access to writing materials and archived scrolls, with the means of sharing and
passing on their skills, penning, editing, collating texts with the divergent ideological
perspectives of the “remainees” and “returnees” in mind.

Faust applies the label "continuity school” to scholars who believe that, despite comparative
impoverishment of the times, sophisticated scribal institutions survived the Babylonian

8 Oded Lipschits, “Those Who Live in These Ruins in the Land of Israel’ (Ezekiel 33:24): Some Thoughts
on Living in the Shadow of Ruins in Persian-Period Judah,” in Yahwism Under the Achaemenid Empire:
Professor Shaul Shaked in Memoriam, ed. Gad Barnea and Reinhard G. Kratz (Boston: De Gruyter,
2024), 295, https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111018638-009. This is the published print version of the 2022
conference presentation.

8 Lipschits, 297.

8 Lipschits, 292f.

% Lipschits, 293.

87 Lipschits, 296.

8 Lipschits, 298.



conquest.?® Among others who share his criticisms of this school are Stern,*® Schniedewind,®!
Oded,* Vanderhooft.®® As a leading figure in this “continuity school”, Lipschits hews closely to
both the archaeological data and to hypotheses to explain the absence of that data. At the same
time he insists that the archaeological method has its limitations in historical research and warns
against the "motivation and ‘hidden polemics’ of scholars whom he characterizes as
proponents of “the myth of the empty land”.** By proponents of the “empty land” myth he is
referring to scholars like Faust and Stern who interpret the evidence as depicting a
post-collapse society from which Jerusalem and its region took two and a half centuries to
recover.

The material evidence presents Jerusalem as an impoverished region, catastrophically reduced
both geographically and demographically, with scant remains of residential architecture, without
any signs of Hebrew script except in a few late coins, with no sign of an affluent community
present, with no unambiguous indicators of any of the rituals or observances to be found in the
biblical texts. The material evidence suggests cultural practices that conflict with those biblical
texts. The only evidence of scribal activity lies in the basic administrative tasks in Aramaic. The
prevailing reconstruction of an adequate literary culture in Persian-period Jerusalem can be
sustained, it appears, by resisting the “motivation and hidden polemics” that would read the
biblical narratives into the “negative evidence”.

8 Faust, Judah in the Neo-Babylonian Period, 9.

% |an Stern, “The Population of Persian-Period Idumea According to the Ostraca: A Study of Ethnic
Boundaries and Ethnogenesis,” in Time of Change: Judah and Its Neighbours in the Persian and Early
Hellenistic Periods, ed. Yigal Levin (London: T&T Clark, 2007), 205-38.

91 Schniedewind, How the Bible Became a Book.

92 B. Oded, “Where Is the ‘Myth of the Empty Land’ To Be Found?,” in Judah and the Judeans in the
Neo-Babylonian Period, ed. Oded Lipschits and Joseph Blenkinsopp (Winona Lake, Ind: Eisenbrauns,
2003), 55-74.

% David Vanderhooft, “Babylonian Strategies of Imperial Control in the West: Royal Practice and
Rhetoric,” in Judah and the Judeans in the Neo-Babylonian Period, ed. Oded Lipschits and Joseph
Blenkinsopp (Winona Lake, Ind: Eisenbrauns, 2003), 235-62.
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