
CHAPTER X. 

THE PRIESTHOOD. 

THE question of the priesthood in the new temple is 
in certain respects the most perplexing problem which 
meets a student of the period, It involves two sub- 
jects, the relative position of priest and levite, the 
origin of these two bodies of clergy ; and these two 
subjects are so inextricably interwoven that they 
cannot be kept apart. Allied to it is the kindred 
question of the constitution of the levites into separate 
classes as singers and porters with the relation of the 
nethinim. Fortunately this subordinate problem, 
which developed out of the position given to the 
levites, can be isolated without prejudice to the more 
important inquiry. It has been ignored because it 
has no direct bearing on the character of the post- 
exilic polity. To discuss it here would divert attention 
from the first question which is fundamental to any 
appreciation of the new Judaism. 

If the subject of the priesthood with its implications 
has continued to perplex students, that has not been 
due to m y  want of material bearing upon it. In 
varying forms it appears through all the documents 
which can be dated after the Exile. Both the historical 
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books which were written after that time refer to it, 
though in very different fashion. Thus the editor of 
Ezra stated that, even before the temple was built, the 
men of the Return appointed the levites to their func- 
tions there, iii. 8-10. He said nothing, however, about 
the origin of these men or the reason for assigning 
them their functions at  this time : he merely stated 
that in what they did Zerubbabel and Joshua followed 
the ordinance of David the king of Israel. The author 
of Chronicles, on the other hand, devoted a great 
deal of attention to the subject. What he had to say 
on the minor question of the connection of the levites 
with the choral service of the temple has been fully 
discussed by several scholars to the neglect of the 
main theme of his history, It will be necessary to 
devote a chapter to  an examination of the peculiar 
attitude he took on the relation between priest and 
Ievite, and to his view of the origin of the levites. 
Again, references to the relative position of the two 
classes of clergy have been intruded into the books 
of Deuteronomy and Kings. A highly significant 
oracle, bearing on the high-priesthood, is found in 
Zechariah. Finally there remains the evidence of 
the torah. Here the evidence appears at first to be 
definite and uniform, In Exodus the distinction 
between priest and levite is sharply defined, and is 
set under the final authority of Moses. A supplement 
to  the legislation appears in Numbers, where an 
original story of a rebellion by certain men of Reuben 
against the civil authority of Moses has received the 
addition of a revolt by one levitical clan against the 
peculiar privileges of the Aaronic priesthood. The 
anecdote was clearly intended to enforce the binding 
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character of the law. Yet alongside the torah must 
be set a chapter in Ezekiel, which, while it purports 
to be an oracle, really offers the sketch of a legislation 
on the relative position of priest and levite, and which 
gives a reason, based on their past history, for rele- 
gating the levites to an inferior status. 

The difficulty here arises from the conflicting 
character of the evidence, since the witnesses do not 
agree among themselves. There must be some reason 
for the divergence, as well as for the resultant agree- 
ment; and it is no real answer to water down any 
part of the evidence or to relegate any inconvenient 
witness to ‘a  later date,’ which generally means 
throwing it into the waste-paper basket, Do these 
divergent views represent successive stages in the 
development of the final arrangements in the temple 3 
Since this implies that their cause must be found in 
history, can we trace any historical cause behind them ? 
Or is there another reason ? 

Before going further, however, it is important to 
ask whether there is any cause why so much attention 
should have been given to the constitution of the 
priesthood and to the relative position of priest and 
levite in the period which immediately followed the 
exile. However we may account for the divergence 
of View, it is clear that the subject deeply engaged 
the minds of the leaders of the new community at 
the time of the restoration of the temple. There 
must have been a larger reason for this than the 
explanation which is generally supplied , especially 
by Continental scholars, The matter has at times 
been summarily disposed of, as though no more were 
involved than the personal ambitions or jealousies 



Tlze Priesthood. I75 
of two bodies of clergy in the little community, or 
even a somewhat squalid debate over the emolu- 
ments of office. The fact is emphasised that a large 
proportion of the men of the Return consisted of 
priests, and that a considerable number of these men 
must have been the descendants of those who formerly 
officiated in the temple. The men naturally expected 
to  resume their place in the restored temple with the 
dignity and the privilege which attached to that office. 
But the representatives of the priests, who had not 
been in exile, as naturally looked to have a place 
assigned to them in the restored cult. Whether 
these men were the descendants of the priests who 
had officiated at the Judean high-places, or had them- 
selves served the altar in Jerusalem during the exile, 
they refused to be overlooked in the new arrange- 
ments. The question of the new priesthood with the 
cognate question of the relation between priest and 
levite sprang from this situation and concerned its 
settlement, 

That these considerations influenced some of the 
men concerned, it would be idle to deny. So long as 
it pleases God to commit the ministry at His altar 
to men, so long as the treasure of His grace is trusted 
to earthly vessels, these considerations will have 
weight, especially with a certain type of mind. But 
something larger than this is needed, in order to 
account for the space devoted to the subject in the 
documents of the Return. The men of that t h e  
were reconstituting the polity of Judaism for the 
future, and they would not have preserved in the 
records of so significant a period in their national 
history the account of a petty quarrel between two 
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bodies of their priests, if it had been concerned with 
nothing but prestige and salary. Nor will this ex- 
planation, as will appear more clearly later, account 
for the remarkable variety of attitude on the subject 
which appears in the different documents. Ultimately 
the debate turned on matters of principle and involved 
the most pregnant and practical issues for the life 
of all Jewry. When the nation became a religious 
community, and especially when it elected to re- 
constitute itself round the institution of the temple- 
cult at Jerusalem, it became essential to determine 
the responsible body which was to  exercise final 
authority at the central shrine and to  issue the torah 
which all Israel must obey, When Josiah made the 
temple the only centre for the cult, the matter had 
not even been raised, for the sons of Zadolr, who had 
controlled the worship there since the time of Solomon, 
continued in unquestioned authority. But the question 
could not fail to be raised and to demand an answer 
when the temple was rebuilt. If the services there 
were to be carried on with seemliness and order, they 
must be regulated, and therefore must be controlled 
by a priesthood who followed and perpetuated a 
tradition. The cult in Israel had grown into a com- 
plicated and elaborate ritual with sacred days and 
sacred seasons, each of which demanded its own 
sacrifices with the appropriate liturgical accompani- 
ment. Such a service could only be conducted by 
trained men and in conformity with a ‘use’ which 
was clearly laid down. The community which re- 
stored the temple must determine who were to fufulfil 
these significant duties in it, 

If the returned exiles had found at the holy city 



The Priesthood. 177 
none but their fellow Judeans who were continuing 
the worship at the old altar, the question could not 
have failed to give rise to some difficulty. The 
officiants were composed of the lower clergy who had 
not been carried into exile, recruited perhaps by 
priests from the disused high-places. So far as the 
' use ' to be followed in the new temple was concerned, 
there need have been no friction, for these Judean 
priests would follow the old-use of Jerusalem, But 
the men would not readily have given way to the new- 
comers, though those could claim descent from the 
line of Zadok. Not only could they urge the plea of 
having maintained the time-honoured ritual during 
the dark years of the exile, but they could urge that 
they had not been cut off from the means of grace, 
or exposed to the defilement of heathenism, as the 
men of the Return had been. 

But the situation which the returned exiles actually 
found was calculated to give rise to much more serious 
difficulty and demanded reconsideration. The com- 
munity were living according to the pact of Nehemiah, 
chapter x. That agreement had been made in a time 
of gkeat stress, and, while it served certain large 
ends in maintaining the forms of religion among those 
who entered into it, it suffered from the defects of 
every hastily-made arrangement. Through it one 
large purpose had been fulfilled, since North and South 
had been able to continue the unity which had been 
effected under Josiah. But no effort had been made 
to  weld the practice of the two sections, and no final 
authority had been instituted which might effect this. 
Priests and levites, whoever these may have been, 
were officiating together at the common altar, with 
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no determination of their respective functions : they 
were not even supported from the same revenues. 
The men who framed the pact had recognised that 
the new conditions demanded certain modifications of 
their old practice, and they had met the instant claims 
by levying a poll-tax for the temple and by a common 
regulation for the transport of their dues. But they 
had not attempted to form a college of priests, which 
might continue to issue similar regulations, such as 
were sure to be required in a time when much was 
in flux and when there was grave need for some 
authority to guide men. The pact had met the 
present need, but made no provision for the future. 
The men who concluded it were humble people, who 
provided for their own religious wants, but who did 
not see the full scope of the thing which they were 
doing. Thus they did not realise that their action 
in constituting themselves into a separate community 
based on their religion, especially when that religion 
became religio licita in the Empire, could not fail to 
demand a body of men who could represent their 
religious outlook in questions which arose between 
them and the local Persian governor. As little had 
they recognised that there was need for a college of 
priests with power to regulate the festivals, to de- 
termine the terms on which worshippers were ad- 
mitted to a share in the worship, to decide and, if 
necessary, to modify the charges on the community 
for the maintenance of their cult, and to see that 
this money reached its destination, As soon as the 
community had resolved to restore the temple, 
however, the inadequacy of the old pact became 
patent. To ignore the necessity for order there was 
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to run the risk of the disintegration of what had been 
SO hopefully begun ; and the first necessity for good 
order was to  set up a sacred college with authority 
to define and enforce such order. What made the 
need for action greater was that the temple was now 
to serve a Jewry which was wider than the Jews in 
Palestine. The men who drafted the pact had thought 
in terns of ‘the Judaism which they knew, and had 
been large-hearted enough to combine the two sections 
of their people in a common worship, but they had 
not looked beyond those limits, nor recognised that 
from this time Jerusalem must think of her scattered 
sons and daughters in diaspora. Some among them 
may in their spiritual pride have refused to consider 
the needs of those who were in the unclean lands of 
the heathen. The men of the Return could not think 
in these parochial terms, nor forget their kindred in 
Babylon. If, however, the festivals of the temple 
were to be made available for these exiled brethren, 
i f  the sacrifices there were to have any validity for 
them, some adjustment of the ritual was necessary. 
Without such an adjustment a polity which had 
grown up in Palestine, and which was still adapted 
to the country of its origin, must fail to meet the 
needs of the nation, But, if this was to be done, 
if the law of Israel was still to go out from Jerusalem, 
and to control the lives and guide the worship of 
every observing Jew, there must be a priestly college 
whose authority was recognised as final throughout 
the nation. 

Every institution brings with it the demand for a 
controlling authority. As soon as Israel elected to 
restore its polity on the basis of the tempIe and its 
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cult, it was committed to the discovery of such an 
authority. The question of its constitution arose, 
as soon as the community resolved to restore the 
temple. Yet it involved a readjustment of a situation 
which had been long enough in existence to strike 
roots in the habits of the people, and it was in itself 
a novelty on which the past could throw little light. 
The amount of attention which the documents of the 
period devoted to the problems it involved is a suffi- 
cient proof of their gravity and of the serious thought 
which was devoted to them. 

It has already been pointed out that the editor of 
Ezra disposed of the whole matter very summarily. 
According to him, the men of the Return settled 
the functions of priest and levite even before the 
temple was restored. But this view of the situation 
cannot be reconciled with an item of evidence from 
the period of the restoration of the temple under 
Darius, which proves that the cardinal feature of his 
account, the supreme authority of Joshua in all 
matters connected with the cult, was seriously 
questioned, 

The subject forrns one of the visions of Zecliariah, 
chapter iii. The scene of the vision has been laid 
in the courts of heaven, where Yahweh was sitting 
as judge with the angels for the executants of His 
orders : but the evident aim was to determine some- 
thing on earth, even in Jerusalem. Further, the 
matter in debate concerned the status and authority 
of Joshua as high-priest, since he is not merely intro- 
duced by name, but is given his peculiar title. Also 
the first issue of the debate was that, after he had 
been exonerated of every charge which was laid 

. 
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against him, he was clothed in the garments which 
belonged to that dignity. His accuser was Satan, 
the angel whose function it was to bring to notice 
anything which might discredit a servant of God.1 
The terms of the accusation have not been reported, 
but something of their tenor may be gathered from 
the decision against them. The decision was not 
merely issued in the name of Yahweh, but in the name 
of Yahweh who had chosen Jerusalem. He who had 
a peculiar regard for His holy city, and who had 
again showed His purpose of grace toward it by the 
restoration of the temple, now revealed how and by 
whom He desired to be served there. He revealed 
this in consequence of an accusation against the 
high-priest. Further, the reason given for vesting 
Joshua in his official robes is stated to have been 
that he was a brand plucked from the burning. God 
had shown His mercy to the priest by intervening 
to rescue him from the furnace of exile, so that his 
return to the holy city was a sufficient proof of the 
divine favour to him and his like. This statement, 
intended to repel the charge of the Satan, shows that 
the gist of the accusation must be found there. Sixty- 
six years had passed since the year of the exile, so 
that none of the returned priests could ever have 
officiated at a sacrifice and the majority must have 
been born in the pollution of heathenism. Joshua 
himself, if he was born in Judah, must have been 
little more than a child when he left it, and he had 
spent most of his life in the unclean land. To men 
who held the ideas of ceremonial impurity of the 
period it was a real question whether such men might 

1 Cf. his function in connection with Job. 
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control the temple-cult. In the prophetic oracle this 
central objection was seized and rebutted : the fact 
of Joshua’s deliverance by Him who was restoring 
Israel was sufficient proof that God had blotted out 
the past. Joshua was restored to every privilege 
which should have been his but for the exile. Accord- 
ingly the angel was commissioned to give a charge 
to the high-priest after he had been reclothed in the 
garments of his office : he should judge in Yahweh’s 
house and keep His courts and be given a place of 
access among those who stood by. He was assured 
of more than a mere position in the restored temple, 
for he was endowed with authority as judge there 
on no other condition than that he faithfully per- 
formed the duties which were allotted to  him: he 
must walk in the divine ways and keep the divine 
charge. Nothing in the past had any force against 
him; only a failure to fulfil his trust in the future 
could be counted valid against his right. 

It was not sufficient, however, to vindicate the 
claims of Joshua as an individual, since the accusation 
brought against him held equally against all the men 
of the Return. Hence the vision continues: hear 
now, 0 Joshua the high-priest, thou and thy fellows 
that sit before thee are men of portent, for behold I 
will bring forth My servant, the branch, The exact 
sense of the closing promise is very obscure, but for 
the present inquiry may be left in its uncertainty. 
One conclusion may be drawn from it-viz., that the 
prophet saw in the restoration of the temple the 
promise of some greater thing which God had in 
store for His people. What this end may have been 
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in the mind of Zechariah is left unresolved,l but there 
is such an end, and the presence of Joshua and his 
associates is a guarantee of its arrival. To lose them 
would be to lose a certain pledge for the issue which 
God has planned, so that the fulness of the divine 
promise is bound up with their presence in the temple. 
Since Joshua no longer appears alone, but as the 
leader and representative of those who sit before him, 
he and they constitute a party in the community, 
The high-priest has already been vindicated in his 
office and dignity on the ground that, though he has 
suffered in and thropgh the exile, he has been re- 
deemed from that calamity by God who has chosen 
Jerusalem. But this did not exhaust the significance 
which attached to him. He and his were more than 
a signal proof of the divine grace which had freed 
them and brought them back to the holy city ; they 
were the pledge of something greater which God was 
about to do for His people, and, as such, they held a 
peculiar place in His temple. 

The vision in Zechariah is enough to prove that 
the authority of Joshua and his fellow-priests from 
the exile was not so instantly acknowledged in Jeru- 
salem as the editor of Ezra has represented, but 
that it met with serious opposition.a It is, however, 

1 It may have been the restoration of all Israel to its own land. * The majority of modern scholars accept in this matter the 
attitude of that editor ; to them the Jerusalem community were a 
feeble folk, who accepted without hesitation the leadership of the 
priests from Babyloma. This view of the situation appears very 
sttongly-e.g., in Herntrich’s discussion on Ezekiel, EzechieZ 
probleme, To him, the remaneat Judeans were socially and other- 
wise inferior to the exiles, and, being conscious of the fact, were at 
once submissive t o  their control. In my judgment, this position 
ignores the fundamental feature of the situation. That was 



184 Pos€-Exilic JHdaisnt. 

legitimate to draw another conclusion from the fact 
that such a vision was put under the authority of one 
of the prophets who stirred up the Judeans to under- 
take the restoration of the temple. Since the op- 
position to the claims of the exilic priests could not 
have come from the men of the Return, it must have 
had its source in the Jerusalem community, whose 
very existence the editor of Ezra ignored. To find a 
vision of this character among the oracles of Zech- 
ariah is to recognise the first stage in the settlement 
of the personnel of the priesthood. As soon as it was 
recognised that the uncleanness contracted in the 
exile did not incapacitate the newcomers for service 
at the altar, one main issue was decided. The Judean 
priests who had served at the altar-site and the priests 
from the exile could unite under Joshua as high- 
priest, the more readily because both bodies followed 
the old use of Jerusalem, The local men could 
acknowledge Joshua’s high-priesthood, because he 
was a descendant of the old line of Zadok which had 
exercised authority there since the reign of Solomon. 
controlled, not by social considerations, but by religious conviction. 
I? the eyes of the Judeans the exiles were the men on whom the 
divine anger had fallen, and who in consequence of this visitation 
had been living for years without: the true means for maintaining 
their relation to their God. They needed purification. Ilence, it 
was necessary to show a t  some length the peculiar sense of 1st~ or 
n’itw, p. 60 su$ra. IncidentalIy, this view of the situation has 
misled, these scholars in their interpretation of the oracle in 
Zechanah. 


