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The Bible records several versions of the Israelite festival calendar, 

including accounts in Exod 23; 34; Lev 23; Num 28-9; Deut 16; and 

Ezek 45. The festivals, as depicted in the various texts, have many 

commonalities; however, there are also differences. Some of the often 

cited differences in the festival calendar texts include fixed dates versus 

dates based upon the harvest, the combination of two named rites into 

a larger ritual complex, the mention of simultaneous rites in different 

locations of the same text, and some festivals are named in one text and 

unnamed in others. Scholars have explored these similarities and 

differences arguing that the various calendars were written by different 

sources (authors/redactors) at different times in Israelite history. The 

current project provides a comparative analysis between Lev 23 and 

the second-millennium Akkadian multi-month festival calendar from 

Syria (Emar 446). After a review of each text and the contextual 

material, this study argues that Lev 23 preserves an early second-

millennium West Semitic ritual tradition. 

 

KEYWORDS: sacred, ritual, Akkadian, Leviticus 23, Emar, 

Festival Calendar  

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The Bible records several versions of the Israelite festival calendar: in 

Exod 23 and 34, Lev 23, Num 28ï29, Deut 16, and Ezek 45. In general 

the calendars include Passover/Pesach (˥˯˲), the Feast of Unleavened 

Bread (˸ ˣ˴ˬˢ ˠ)˥, Firstfruits ( ˧˶ˣ˩˟˫ ), the Feast of Weeks (˸˰ ˟̅), the 

Feast of Trumpets (also called Rosh Hashanah), the Day of Atonement 

( ˧˶˲˩ˢ˫  ˬˣ˧), and the Feast of Tabernacles (˸˩˯) (Booths/Ingathering). But 

while the calendars share many features, they also have their 

distinctionsðof which the most often cited concern the following: 
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¶ The festival dates: Some dates are fixed, while others vary 

according to agricultural conditions. 

¶ The festival locations: Some festival calendars allude to 

offerings made at local or regional sanctuaries, while other 

texts point to offerings made at the Jerusalem Temple. 

¶ The date of the New Year: Some festival texts appear to 

show the New Year in the spring and others place the New 

Year in the fall. Some allude to both. 

¶ The festival timing: Many festivals are associated with the 

harvest, but some festivals appear to occur before the harvest 

is ripe. 

¶ The festival names: Festivals are named in some texts and 

are unnamed in others. 

 

Scholars account for these distinctions by proposing that several authors 

or redactors composed the calendars at different times in Israelite 

history.
1
 Jan Wagenaar, in his 2005 work, Origin and Transformation of 

the Ancient Israelite Festival Calendar, examines the development of 

each festival calendar text and makes his case for a late authorship of 

Lev 23.  

When studying the origins of this biblical text, Wagenaar finds it 

shares characteristics with the first-millennium Babylonian Akitu festival 

texts (a composite of four text fragments).
2
 And based on his analysis, 

Wagenaar concludes these similarities point to priestly authorship during 

the exile (when Israel was in Babylon). Further, he argues that a 

postexilic priestly redactor added portions to the biblical narrative.  

This study rebuts Wagenaarôs conclusion that similarities with 

the first-millennium Akitu festival necessitate a late authorship or 

 
1. For a discussion of recent scholarship see Jeffrey Stackert, ñLeviticus,ò OEBB 1:573ï

81; T. Desmond Alexander, From Paradise to the Promised Land: An Introduction to the 

Pentateuch (3d ed.; Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2012), 1ï63. 

 

2. Wagenaar argues that his study ñintends to focus strictly on a comparison between the 

ancient Israelite and Neo-Babylonian festival calendars. The second-millennium 

Anatolian and North-West and East Semitic festival calendars from Hatti . . . , Ebla . . . , 

Mari . . . and Emar . . . willðwith the sole exception of Ugaritðlargely be ignored 

because of the distance in time and space between these cultures and the monarchies of 

Israel and Judahò (Origin and Transformation of the Ancient Israelite Festival Calendar 

[Harrassowitz Verlag: Wiesbaden, 2005], 6 n. 24). The exclusion of the analysis of 

comparative texts, because they may be earlier than the dating of Lev 23, creates a 

circular argument, i.e. Lev 23 is late because it is similar to the first-millennium Akitu 

text and any similarities with earlier texts are invalid because Lev 23 was written late. 

Conclusions from a comparative study should include an analysis of relevant texts before 

making an argument. Wagenaarôs decision to exclude the study of earlier texts, creating a 

circular argument, weakens his overall argument.  
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redaction of Lev 23.
3 
We will demonstrate that four of the links he cites 

already existed between Lev 23 and a ritual text from the second 

millennium.
4
  

 

REVIEW OF WAGENAAR AND CURRENT SCHOLARSHIP 

 

Wagenaar depends on several pieces of evidence to reinforce his 

argument. Four of the most notable items are the apparent depictions of 

biannual New Year celebrations (one in the spring and another in the 

fall), the grouping of two named rites into a larger festival complex 

(Pesach and the Feast of Unleavened Bread), the presence of both named 

and unnamed festivals in the same text, and the descriptions of two 

festivals, celebrated on the same day, but recorded in different parts of 

the same text (Feast of Tabernacles and Feast of YHWH [ˢˣˢ˧ ˠ]˥). To 

better understand Wagenaarôs thesis, we will examine these four 

elements in greater detail. 

 

Dual New Year Celebrations 

 

The festival calendar in Lev 23 prescribes celebrations in the first and 

seventh months of the year. Julius Wellhausen maintained that the exilic 

Priestly Code extended and interrupted the festival cycle, adding a New 

Year festival on the first day and the Day of Atonement on the tenth day 

of the seventh month. Wellhausen explained that Pôs use of two calendar-

year systems accounts for the disruption of the festival cycle.
5
 The first, 

an ecclesiastical year, is autumnalðsimilar to that in D and J. This 

yearly cycle begins with the first new moon of autumn. During the exilic 

period, a Babylonian influence led to the creation of a second, civil, New 

Year in the spring.  

Wagenaar, like Wellhausen, attributes the presence of two New 

Year celebrations in Lev 23 to a postexilic redaction in the text. 

Wagenaar contends that the Gezer calendar reflects the earliest Israelite 

 
3. The current study relies on the work of Daniel E. Fleming and Richard S. Hess. While 

going beyond their work and conclusions, I am deeply indebted to their prior exploration 

in Levitical and Emarite studies. 

 

4. For a broader analysis of Lev 23 in light of Emar 446 see Bryan C. Babcock, ñWest 

Semitic Cultic Calendars: A Study of Leviticus 23 in Light of the Akkadian Text Emar 

446ò (Ph.D. diss., The University of Bristol, 2011). 

 

5. Julius Wellhausen, Prolegomena to the History of Israel (Scholars Press Reprints and 

Translations Series; Atlanta: Scholars, 1994). 
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ritual schedule with the year beginning in the fall.
6
 Exodus 23 and 34 

preserve remnants of this early fall calendar. He argues that Exod 34:22b 

dates the Festival of Ingathering to ñthe turn of the year,ò indicating a 

New Year beginning near the time of the autumnal equinox. Similarly, 

Exod 23:16b specifies the time for the Feast of Ingathering at ñthe end of 

the year,ò which also occurs in the fall.
7
  

During the exile, the Israelites adopted the Babylonian calendar, 

which begins in the spring, and maintained remnants of the earlier New 

Year in the fall. This resulted in the celebration of a dual New Year. 

Wagenaar theorizes that the Israelite exiles severed the early agricultural 

meaning from the Festival of Weeks, the Feast of Tabernacles, and the 

combined Pesach-Feast of Unleavened Bread celebrations. The purpose 

for these rituals also changed to political and religious renewal. In 

addition, the priestly author eliminated the Shabuot festival of the second 

month because it no longer fit the six-month festival cycle. Moreover, 

because of the dissimilarity of the Babylonian and early Israelite New 

Year festival names, Ezek 45 deleted any references to these names and 

adopted only a date as reference.
8
 After the exile, a priestly redactor 

maintained the dual New Year celebrations and restored the names to 

some of the rites in Lev 23. 

 

Festival Complexes 

 

Wagenaar points to the combining of named rites into one festival 

complex as a second piece of evidence confirming the late dating of Lev 

23. The text depicts the observance of the Pesach meal on the evening of 

the fourteenth day of the first month, followed by the Feast of 

Unleavened Bread on the fifteenth through the twenty-first daysð

creating an eight-day celebration. In the middle of the seventh month, the 

text records a similar eight-day observance: the seven-day Feast of 

Tabernacles followed by a sacred assembly on the eighth day.  

Jacob Milgrom, in his 2004 commentary on Leviticus, chronicles 

the evolution of the festival calendar beginning with JE in Exod 23. 

While arguing that P and H are both preexilic (with P prior to H), 

Milgrom finds that the Pesach offering and the Feast of Unleavened 

Bread were initially (in JE) discrete rites. The Deuteronomist first 

 
6. Wagenaar, Origin and Transformation, 13ï21. 

 

7. Ibid., 21. 

 

8. The semiannual format of the festivals in Ezek 45 is then preserved in the postexilic 

priestly calendar of Lev 23 (and Exod 12:1ï13). 
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combined the two, and the combination continued in the postexilic 

sources. Milgrom concludes that shepherds observed the Pesach Offering 

while farmers celebrated the Feast of Unleavened Bread. (Both rituals 

served to ensure success in the coming year.) According to Milgrom, the 

Israelites merged the celebration of the Feast of Unleavened Bread with 

the Pesach Offering after they settled in Canaan.
9
  

Wagenaar, relying on the work of Julius Wellhausen, David 

Clines, Ernst Kutsch, and Gustof Dalman, agrees that developments in 

the festival texts produced the festival complex.
10

 He proposes that the 

ancient Israelite cult (prior to a written text) held festivals three times a 

year to coincide with the harvests of wheat, barley, and summer fruits. 

The dates for the festival rites were based locally on the ripening of the 

crops and not on specific dates during any given month. Thus, a festival 

in the valley region occurred at a slightly different time than one held on 

the coastal plains or hillsides. 

The earliest surviving written festival text, according to 

Wagenaar, dates to the time of Josiah. In this text, D preserves three 

passages, one for each festival, of approximately equal lengthsðDeut 

16:1aɓ, 2, 5ï6aba, 7 (Pesach); 16:9bï11 (Feast of Weeks); and 16:13ï15 

(Feast of Tabernacles).
11

 The Deuteronomist maintained the agricultural 

focus of the festivals but centralized their celebrations at the Temple of 

YHWH.
12

 D views the first festival of Pesach as a one-day ritual 

conducted at sunset on an unspecified day.
13

 Pesach was not a pilgrimage 

 
9. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus (CC; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2004), 276. 

 

10. David J. A. Clines, ñThe Evidence for an Autumnal New Year in Pre-Exilic Israel 

Reconstructed,ò JBL 93 (1974): 22ï40; Ernest Kutsch, ñErwªgungen zur Geschichte der 

Passafeier und des Massotfestes,ò ZTK 55 (1958): 1ï35; idem, ñóam Ende des Jahresô Zur 

Datierung des israelitischen Herbstfestes in Ex 23:16,ò ZAW 83 (1971): 15ï21; Gustof 

Dalman, Arbeit und Sitte in Palästina (7 Bände; Gütersloch: Bertelsmann, 1939). 

 

11. Wagenaar eliminates the portions of Deut 16 that reference ˸ˣ˴ˬ as a later redaction. 

This conclusion is refuted in Babcock, ñWest Semitic,ò 217ï8, 285ï6. The theory is also 

contested in Richard S. Hess, ñMultiple-Month Ritual Calendars in the West Semitic 

World: Emar 446 and Leviticus 23,ò in The Future of Biblical Archaeology: Reassessing 

Methodologies and Assumptions (ed. James K. Hoffmeier and Alan Millard; Grand 

Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2004), 246ï7. 

 

12. Wagenaar explains that the use of ˟˧˟˞ˢ ̅ˡ˥ in Exod 23:15; 34:18; and Deut 16:1 

(usually translated ñin the month of Abibò) does not indicate a month name, but rather an 

agricultural term for ñseason of fresh ears.ò This allows Wagenaar to associate the 

festivals with seasons rather than fixed dates (Origin and Transformation, 37ï44, 58ï65, 

156. 

 

13. Wagenaar begins by exploring the origin of ˥ ˯.˲ While the ñpre-centralizationò 

history of ˥ ˯˲ is obscure, he argues based upon Dalman and Dahl that the origin of the 
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festival (ɣ )˥, finding its earliest origin as an apotropaic ritual conducted 

at the city-gate sanctuaries. The celebration of the Feast of Weeks was 

also centralized and held for one day at the conclusion of the grain 

harvest.
14

 And during this period, the Feast of Tabernacles was moved to 

the Temple and held for seven days after the end of the harvest season.
15

 

The Yahwist revised the festival text of the Deuteronomist in 

Exod 23 and 34. These changes replaced the one-day rite of Pesach with 

the seven-day celebration of Unleavened Bread. J then invented the 

pilgrimage festival of Unleavened Bread, and added the pilgrimage 

festival (ɣ )˥ title to keep the celebration congruent with the two other 

pilgrimage festivals (˶ ˧˴˵ˢ ˠ,˥ ˱˯˞ˢ ˠ)˥. To accommodate the time 

constraints of the harvest, the festival spanned six days at home and a 

seventh day at the Temple of YHWH.  

During the late period of the monarchy, a Deuteronomistic 

redactor (DR) added to Deut 16 in accordance with the J text. This editor 

included references to the exodus narrative, an obligation to appear three 

times before YHWH, and a prohibition against appearing empty-handed. 

The editor also combined the Pesach celebration with the Feast of 

Unleavened Bread, thereby creating one festival. Wagenaar argues that 

______________________________________________________ 
festival is likely not associated with the firstborn of the flock (Dalman, Arbeit und Sitte in 

Palästina, 160ï66 and G. Dahl and A. Hjort, Having Herds: Pastoral Herd Growth and 

Household Economy [SSSA 2; Stockholm: University of Stockholm, 1976], 33ï37, 90ï

91, 142ï53). Contra Wellhausen and Van Seters because cattle, sheep, and goats do not 

deliver at just one time of the year (Wellhausen, Prolegomena, 84ï85; John Van Seters, 

A Law Book for the Diaspora: Revision in the Study of the Covenant Code [New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2002], 167). Wagenaar fails to consider that, while it is true that 

lambs and goats are born at multiple times throughout the year, the normal time for 

weaning is in the spring when the grasses begin growing. This allows the lambs, born 

over the winter, to eat fresh grasses. In addition, as Dalman observed, the main lambing 

season is between December and January. This supports a firstfruits celebration in the 

spring when the main lambing season is complete and lambs are ready to be weaned. 

Finally, the fact that ovines (and bovines) give birth throughout the year does not 

preclude a firstfruits celebration at an agreed-upon time. For these reasons, Wagenaarôs 

conclusion that the Pesach sacrifice cannot be linked to an animal firstfruits celebration is 

questionable.  

 

14. The ˸˰˟̅ pilgrimage festival originally represented the festival for the cereal 

harvestðincluding both wheat and barley. The ancient celebration was conducted at 

regional sanctuaries, and the Deuteronomist centralized the ritual to the temple in 

Jerusalem, where it took place seven weeks after the beginning of the cereal harvest 

(Wagenaar, Origin and Transformation, 60).  

 

15. ˥˯˲, another pilgrimage festival, celebrated the completion of the fall harvest 

(following the harvest of grapes and olives). The festival, held at the autumn equinox, 

lasted seven days. This was likely the date of the Israelite New Year. Wagenaar finds the 

origin for ˥˯˲ in ñaccordance with the Ugaritic custom . . . to erect huts for the gods on 

the roof of the temple on the occasion of the New Year festivalò (ibid.).  
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the text includes a summary statement in Deut 16:16ï17 listing Feast of 

Unleavened Bread, Feast of Weeks, and Feast of Tabernacles while 

omitting Pesach. The omission of Pesach from the list presupposes the 

conflation of Pesach and the Feast of Unleavened Bread, giving priority 

to the Feast of Unleavened Bread.
16

 

Wagenaar concludes his theory of transformation, finding that 

the festivals in Lev 23 reflect an exilic point of view (tied to fixed dates) 

while preserving an earlier agricultural format. During the first month, 

Pesach and the Feast of Unleavened Bread are celebrated on the 

fourteenth (Pesach) and from the fifteenth through the twenty-first days 

(Feast of Unleavened Bread). In this way, the festival complex becomes 

one eight-day festival comprised of two older named celebrations. 

Similarly, an eighth day is added to the Feast of Tabernacles, creating 

symmetry between the festivals of the spring and fall.  

 

Variations in Festival Names and Dates 

 

Wagenaar uses three seeming textual inconsistencies as additional 

evidence for an exilic dating of Lev 23: the presence of named and 

unnamed rituals, fixed dates for agrarian rites, and fixed and variable 

dates in the same text. Leviticus 23 describes the spring observance of 

the Pesach on the fourteenth day of the first month, the Feast of 

Unleavened Bread on the fifteenth through twenty-first days, and the 

unnamed firstfruit offerings (that included a wave offering) on the first 

day of the harvest followed by a new grain offering (fifty days later).
 17

 

The second grain offering is identified in Num 28 and Deut 16 as the 

Feast of Weeks, but remains unnamed in Lev 23. 

 Wagenaar argues that the combination of named/unnamed rites 

and offerings tied to both fixed dates and agricultural conditions in one 

text points to a later redaction of the text. According to Wagenaar, the 

early Israelite calendar had a tripartite structure that fluctuated with the 

ripening of the harvest. Over the course of textual development, these 

rites became increasingly centralized, requiring fixed dates and a 

severing from their agricultural origins. During the exile, and directly 

due to the influence of the bipartite Babylonian festival tradition, the 

Israelites eliminated the festivals associated with the later-ripening barley 

 
16. Wagenaar concludes that Deut 16:1aŬ, b, 3ï4, 8 are additions from a ñpost-

Deuteronomic editor who [was] dependent upon the exodus story of the Yahwist, but 

[did] not yet presuppose the priestly festival calendarò (ibid., 63).  

 

17. The wave offering precedes the sacrifice of a lamb, a grain offering (flour offering 

mixed with oil), and a drink offering. 
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harvest. What remained was a festival calendar with two groupings of 

ritual activity observed on fixed dates in the first and seventh months. 

Wagenaar hypothesizes that ñupon returning to Jerusalem the 

priestly circles who were responsible for the festival calendar in Exod 

12:1ï13*; Lev 23:4ï8, 23ï28a, 33ï37abŬ had to contend with the people 

who stayed behind (in Israel) . . . who had remained faithful to the 

traditional tripartite festival calendar in Deut 16:1ï17.ò
18

 Out of this 

power struggle, the post-priestly editor reintroduced the celebration of 

the Feast of Tabernacles, tied to agricultural conditions, with dating 

independent of the combined Pesach-Massot festival. The Feast of 

Tabernacles ritual was then held seven weeks from the offering of the 

first ôomer, thus representing a new addition to the calendar structure. 

Wagenaar concludes that the agrarian-based festivals and fixed-date 

festivals should not both coexist in an original festival calendar, the 

firstfruits offering (which is unconnected to the Pesach-Massot festival) 

must be a later addition. When determining the new date for the Feast of 

Tabernacles, he argues that the Pesach-Massot festival necessitated a 

new dating scheme because the ritual was severed from its original 

agricultural ties.
19

 

Wagenaar considers the contrast between several groupings of 

rites set on fixed dates and a single passage tied to agricultural conditions 

a formal distinction within the text. He also notes that the unnamed 

agricultural rites do not refer to a holy convocation or prohibit work. 

Therefore, Wagenaar determines the bipartite structure of Lev 23 

(grouping festivals in the first and seventh months on fixed dates) results 

from an exilic influence on the Israelite festival calendar and severs the 

agricultural origins in the text (because agricultural rites cannot be tied to 

fixed dates). The presence of unnamed agricultural rites tied to 

agricultural conditions reflects a postexilic addition, restoring the 

tripartite structure to the calendar. For Wagenaar, the key to identifying 

postexilic redaction is the tension between both fixed and agriculturally 

dependent dates and named and unnamed festivals.  

 

Simultaneous Festivals 

 

 
18. Wagenaar, Origin and Transformation, 134. 

 

19. Jan Wagenaar, ñThe Priestly Festival Calendar and the Babylonian New Years 

Festivals: Origin and Transformation of the Ancient Israelite Festival Year,ò in The Old 

Testament in Its World (OTS 52; ed. R. P. Gordon and J. C. de Moor; Boston: Brill, 

2005), 250. 
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A final point for discussion is the occurrence of simultaneous festivals 

described in separate portions of the same text. Leviticus 23:33ï36 

prescribe the rites for the Feast of Tabernacles celebrated from the 

fifteenth to the twenty-second days of the seventh month (eight days). A 

summary statement (vv. 37ï38) follows the passage, relating YHWHôs 

appointed times. After the summary statement, vv. 39ï43 narrate the 

elements of the Feast of YHWH, which also occur in the middle of the 

seventh month for eight days (the seven-day feast and an eighth day of 

rest). Because the two named festivals share many components, most 

scholars find that vv. 39ï43 are essentially a restatement of vv. 33ï36 

(with some additional information).
20

 

John Hartley argues that vv. 39ï43 are likely a later addition, 

with different origins, covering the Festival of Booths. He sees the 

section as distinctive because it follows the conclusion in vv. 37ï38, and 

because v. 35 and v. 39 are so similar that they appear redundant unless 

one was added later.
21

 Similarly, Roy Gane concludes that vv. 39ï43 

give supplementary instructions for the Festival of Booths.
22

 

Adopting a much earlier date for Lev 23 and assigning the text to 

H, Milgrom agrees that the passage is a restatement which supplies 

additional information about the Festival of Booths. For Milgrom, the 

passage comprises three H components with vv. 39a and 40 based in Pre-

H1; vv. 41a and bŬ assigned to H; and vv. 39b, 42, 43 redacted by HR. 

While acknowledging both the differing descriptions of the Feast of 

Booths (vv. 33ï36) and the Feast of YHWH (vv. 39ï43) and the 

composite nature of the textôs development, he concludes that vv. 39ï43 

intend the same festival as vv. 33ï36 (i.e., the Feast of Booths). 

Wagenaar follows the majority opinion that vv. 39ï43 constitute 

an addendum to the Feast of Tabernacles. He explores the linguistic 

similarities to Lev 23:9ï22 and notes that the two passages exhibit 

different forms and phraseology from other festivals. Despite the 

reference to the Feast of YHWH, Wagenaar argues that the rite is 

unnamed. He also reasons that vv. 39ï43 avoids referring to the Feast of 

Tabernacles to remove any association with the huts, which were erected 

on the roof of the temple on the occasion of the New Year.
23

 These 

distinctions lead him to conclude that the supplemental material in vv. 

 
20. For a thorough discussion, see Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 23ï27 (AB 3B; New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 2001), 2036.  

 

21. John Hartley, Leviticus (WBC 4; Dallas: Word, 1992), 372ï3. Timothy Willis argues 

a similar position (Leviticus [AOTC; Nashville: Abingdon, 2009]), 192. 

 

22. Roy Gane, Leviticus, Numbers (NIVAC; Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005), 403. 

23. Wagenaar, Origin and Transformation, 137. 
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39ï43 demonstrates all the features of a postpriestly addition to the 

priestly festival calendar.
24

 

While scholars disagree on the composition date of vv. 39ï43 

and the possible transformation within the passage, most agree that the 

passage addresses the Feast of Tabernacles/Booths. Most authorities also 

find that the verses are a later redaction to the text, providing additional 

information for the rite. While few scholars question the festivalsô 

different names (Feast of Tabernacles and Feast of YHWH), Wagenaar 

proposes that the name change resulted from a lingering negative image 

of the older Feast of Tabernacles. 

This section presented four pieces of evidence offered by 

Wagenaar (and found in other recent scholarship) to support a late dating 

and redaction of Lev 23: the seeming depiction of two New Year 

celebrations, the development of a larger festival complex, the presence 

of named and unnamed festivals held on both fixed and fluctuating dates, 

and the descriptions of two festivals, celebrated simultaneously, but 

recorded in different parts of the same text. Wagenaar maintains that 

each of these distinctions is best explained by textual development or 

redaction. However, closely observing these same distinctions in earlier 

texts calls this conclusion into question.   

An examination of a second-millennium Akkadian festival text 

from the Syrian town of Emar may inform our understanding of Lev 23. 

 

EMAR 446ïTHE TEXT 

 

Emar 446 was discovered at Late Bronze Age Emar (modern 

Tell Meskene).
25

 The text is a multi-month prescriptive ritual calendar 

 
 

24. Ibid., 83. 

 

25. The text was originally published by Arnaud as Msk 74280a and Msk 74291a with a 

transliteration and French translation in Daniel Arnaud, Recherches au pays dôAġtata: 

Emar VI (Tome 3; Textes sumériens et accadiens planches; Paris: Éditions Recherche sur 

les Civilisations, 1985), 420ï25. For a modern English translation of the text, see Daniel 

E. Fleming, ñSix Months of Ritual Supervision by the Diviner (1.124),ò in The Context of 

Scripture (vol. 1; ed. William W. Hallo and K. Lawson Younger, Jr.; Boston: Brill, 

2003), 436ï9; idem, Time at Emar: Cultic Calendar and the Rituals from the Divinerôs 

Archive (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2000), 268ï81; Babcock, ñWest Semitic,ò 193ï

210. For a thorough discussion of Emar, see Barry J. Beitzel, ñFrom Harran to Imar along 

the Old Babylonian Itinerary: The Evidence from the Archives Royales de Mari,ò in 

Biblical and Near Eastern Studies: Essays in Honor of William Sanford LaSor (ed. G. A. 

Tuttle; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1978), 209ï19; Daniel E. Fleming, ñEmar: On the 

Road from Harran to Hebron,ò in Mesopotamia and the Bible (ed. M. W. Chavalas and 

K. Lawson Younger, Jr.; Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2002), 222ï50; William W. Hallo, 

ñThe Road to Emar,ò JCS 18 (1964): 57ï88. 
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unearthed in the temple identified as M1. (This temple housed the 

Divinerôs archive, comprising over 1,000 private documents and legal 

and ritual texts.) Found in a small storage room, Emar 446 details the 

rites over a six-month period, beginning in the fall. Both Richard Hess 

and Daniel Fleming note that the writing exhibits archaic features 

pointing to an early composition, perhaps as early as the fourteenth 

century.
26

  

Five of the six months are named. Although damage to the text 

obscures the name of the first month, a review of Emar 446 and other 

festival texts at Emar endorses the theory that the missing month name is 

sag.mu.
27

 Despite the damage, several signs of structure are evident, 

including markings on the tablet and organizational language. The first 

level of organization is double lines drawn across column IV of the text. 

These marks divide column IV as follows: lines 77ï82; 83ï85; 86ï95; 

96ï117ðeach covering the rites in one month. 

 Following the double-line dividers (and the additional division at 

the top of column IV) are the following phrases: 

 

Line 77: [
it
]
i d

An-na 1 udu a-na 
d
A-dama-te-ri (The month of 

Anna: One sheep is provided for 
d
Adammatera.) 

Line 83: 
iti d

A-dama i-na u4-mi 7 (The month of 
d
Adamma: on the 

7th day.) 

Line 86: 
iti
Mar-za-ha-ni i-na u4.14 (The month of MarzahǕni: on 

the 14th day.) 

Line 96: 
iti d

Hal-ma 2 i-na u4 (The month of 
d
Halma: on the 2nd 

day.) 

 

The information in the lines following each marker in column IV 

indicates that the scribe attempted to mark the divisions between the 

months in which festivals occurred (using temporal markers). After each 

division, the first word in the next line identifies the month name for the 

rites that follow. In three of the four sections (lines 83, 86, and 96), the 

referent after the month name designates the day of the first rite: days 7, 

14, and 2 respectively. It is not clear why the day of the month is omitted 

for the month of 
d
Anna (month 3), and this deviation is discussed below. 

Despite the absence of double-line dividers in the first three columns of 

the text, the evidence from column IV suggests temporal markers 

(specifically month names and festival dates) furnish the structure for the 

entire text. 

 
 

26. Hess, ñMultiple-Month Ritual,ò 235; Fleming, Time at Emar, 45 n. 115, 109ï13. 

 

27. Babcock, ñWest Semitic,ò 194 n. 28. Contra Fleming who argues for Za-ra-ti. 
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Emar 446 begins with an introductory heading, ñtablet of the 

rites of the city,ò that is similar to others in the Divinerôs archive. 

Notably Emar 369 begins ñtablet of the rites for the nin.dingir of 
d
im of 

Emar.ò The introductory formula in Emar 446 makes clear that the multi-

month festival calendar is not attributed to one god or goddess or to one 

temple, but is a tablet for ñthe rites of the city.ò This introductory phrase 

explains that the rituals broadly apply to all the residents of Emar and 

likely to the wider region controlled by Emar. 

The text has six primary sections, each composed of the rites in 

one month. All the sections begin with the mention of the month name, 

and most also open with an introductory formula that reads, ñX month, 

on the Y day, at Z time of day, A performs some primary activity on the 

first day of the festival.ò The primary activity may be an offering (lines 

3, 58, and 77), a procession (line 84), or a specific activity central to the 

festival (the BugarǕtu in line 86 or the honorific ceremony in line 97). 

Temporal markers further divide the sections by noting a change in the 

date of the activities. And a final subdivision by the temporal markers 

highlights the continuing action ñon that dayò (U4 ġuwatuma), ñin the 

morningò (ġǛrtamma), ñin the eveningò (nubǕtte), ñin that monthò (iti 

ġuwatuma). Of these subdividers, U4 ġuwatuma occurs most often (five 

times), mainly in the first month (three times).  

 

EMAR 446ðCHARACTERISTICS OF SACRED TIME 

 

Although in this study we analyze the potential similarities between Lev 

23 and Emar 446, we remain mindful that Emar 446 and Lev 23 are texts 

from distinct cultures with unique ritual expressions.
28

 Therefore, while 

they share many similarities, differences are not only understandable but 

expected. First, the two cultures understood deities in different ways; one 

was traditionally monotheistic and the other polytheistic. (This may 

appear oversimplified as Israel, at times, practiced polytheism. However, 

 
28. For background information on Emar see Fleming, ñEmar: On the Road from Harran 

to Hebronò; idem, Time at Emar; Uwe Finkbeiner, ñEmar 1999: Bericht ¿ber die 3 

Kampagne der syrisch-deutschen Ausgrabungen Mit Beiträgen von Hala Attoura, Betina 

Faist, Uta König, Ferhan Sakal und Frank Starke,òBaghM 32 (2001): 41ï120; idem, 

ñEmar 2001: Bericht ¿ber die 4 Kampagne der syrisch-deutschen Ausgrabungen: Mit 

Beitrªgen von Hala Attoura und Wendy Eixler und unter Mitarbeit von Ferhan Sakal,ò 

BaghM 33 (2002): 109ï46; idem, ñEmar 2002: Bericht ¿ber die 5 Kampagne der syrisch-

deutschen Ausgrabungen,ò BaghM 34 (2003): 9ï117; Wayne T. Pitard, ñThe 

Archaeology of Emar,ò in Emar: The History, Religion, and Culture of a Syrian Town in 

Late Bronze Age (ed. M. W. Chavalas; Bethesda, MD: CDL, 1996), 18ï19; Jean-Claude 

Margueron, ñQuatre campagnes de fouilles ¨ Emar (1972ï1974),ò Syria 52 (1975): 84ï

85; Jean-Claude Margueron, ñRapport preliminaire sur les deux premi¯res campagnes de 

fouille à Meskéné-Emar (1972ï1973),ò AAAS 25 (1975): 76ï77. 
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the normative theological message from the prophets was monotheistic, 

despite the polytheistic worship by many Israelites.) Second, Emar used 

the image of the god in ritual, while YHWH had no image. Third, a 

central rite in Emar 446 was the procession, a noticeable distinction from 

Lev 23, which does not mention a procession. And finally, fourth, the 

two preserve grammatical differences. Emar 446 is written entirely in the 

third person, while Lev 23 includes both second- and third-person verbs.  

With these differences in mind, we will return to the four 

specific points identified by Wagenaar (and other recent scholars) as 

internal discrepancies within Lev 23, differences these scholars have 

relied on as evidence of later redaction. And we will try to determine if 

these inconsistencies also appear in the second-millennium ritual 

calendar at Emar. Their presence would place Wagenaarôs late dating of 

Lev 23 in doubt and invalidate their use as indicators of late authorship 

or redaction. 

 

Dual New Year Celebrations 

 

Ritual texts of the third- and second-millennia share many attributes. One 

striking similarity is the prominence of festivals in both the first and 

seventh months of the year. The festivals of these months often describe 

activities as a ñNew Year celebrationò for the area, with the primary 

festivals occurring at the full moon (the fourteenth or fifteenth day of the 

month). This supports the proposal that at least some city-states in 

Mesopotamia viewed the larger year in terms of two six-month units that 

could be associated with the vernal and autumnal equinoxes.
29

 Beyond 

being associated with the New Year, these festivals are most often 

associated with agricultural rites. The festivals of the first month 

celebrate the harvest and firstfruits (e.g., zag-mu at Nippur and ġe-kin-

ku-r§ at Ur and Lagaġ).
30

 The festivals of the seventh month represent 

either the end of the fall harvest (grapesðreġ yani festival at Ugaritð

and some late fruits) or the start of preparing the ground for spring 

planting (e.g., á-ki-ti-ġu-numun at Ur). Despite the festivalsô being 

 
29. For a detailed discussion of second- and third-millennium festival calendars, see 

Mark E. Cohen, The Cultic Calendars of the Ancient Near East (Bethesda, MD: CDL, 

1993); Julye Bidmead, The Akitu Festival: Religious Continuity and Royal Legitimation 

in Mesopotamia (Gorgias Dissertations Near Eastern Studies 2; Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 

2002); David T. Stewart, ñA Brief Comparison of the Israelite and Hittite Festival 

Calendars,ò in Lev 23ï27 (ed. Jacob Milgrom; AB 3B; New Haven, CT: Yale University 

Press, 2000), 2076ï80; T. M. Sharlach, ñDiplomacy and the Rituals of Politics at the Ur 

III Court,ò JCS 57 (2005): 22. 

30. For a thorough modern summary of the Akitu festival, see Bidmead, The Akitu 

Festival. 
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agriculturally based, the texts often record rituals occurring on fixed 

dates (usually centered on the new moon and full moon) and at fixed 

locations (usually at the temple for the lead regional deity).  

This dual six-month ritual calendar, with New Year celebrations 

in the spring and fall, is supported by the third- and second-millennium 

Akitu festival at Ur. The festival, held in the first month, was á-ki-ti-ġe-

kin-ku5, ñthe Akitu of the harvest.ò The Akitu of the seventh month was 

known by a different name, á-ki-ti-ġu-numun, meaning ñthe Akitu of 

seeding.ò The festival held in the seventh month was the more important 

ritual of the two as the seventh month bore the name of the festival. Each 

Akitu festival may have marked the beginning of the six-month-long 

ñequinox yearò and taken place at a phase change in the lunar cycle.
31

 

The ritual calendar at Emar represents a similar orientation to the 

ritual calendars found at Ur, Nippur, Lagaġ, and Ugarit. Emar 446 

includes the rites for the city over a six-month period, thus supporting the 

conclusion that several ancient Near Eastern cultures viewed the annual 

calendar as two six-month units. In addition, the calendar begins either at 

or near the time of an equinox (autumnal equinox) with a dominant 

agricultural festival held on a fixed date at the full moon. Though Emar 

446 does not contain the term ñNew Yearò or ñHead of the Yearò (which 

may be lost due to the significant damage to the first column of the text), 

it gives prominent position to the rites conducted in the first month (fall). 

The text contains rites similar to those conducted in the first month of the 

fall six-month cycle, for example, the planting rituals and rites for 

Dagan, the dominant deity of the area, during the full moon. The six-

month Emar ritual calendar ends with the Day of Renewal of Dagan in 

the springðan allusion to the late winter or early spring rituals in some 

other Mesopotamian cultic calendars (the renewal of the spring harvest 

season and the care for the dead). 

The yearly calendars described in Emar 446 and Lev 23 share 

similarities with other third-and second-millennium ancient Near Eastern 

ritual texts. Both Lev 23 and Emar 446 include the ritual activities 

observed over roughly a half-year period. This supports the finding that 

West Semitic cultures viewed the annual calendar as two-six month 

units.
32

 Both texts also begin at or near the time of an equinox (autumnal 

equinox for Emar and vernal equinox for Lev 23) with dominant 

agricultural festivals. In addition, both calendars include significant 

groupings of festivals in the spring and fall aligned with the full moon 

(middle of the month).  

 
31. Cohen, Cultic Calendars, 400. 

 

32. Hess notes that both calendars cover roughly a half-year period, with one beginning 

in the spring (Israel) and the other in the fall (Emar) (ñMultiple-Month Ritual,ò 242).  
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Based upon this evidence, Lev 23 likely preserves the second-

millennium practice of a dual six-month ritual calendar. Therefore, 

Wagenaarôs grouping of rituals in the middle of the first and seventh 

months should not be used as grounds for a late dating of the text.  

 

Festival Complexes 

 

Evidence from Emar 446 demonstrates that named rites take place on 

adjacent days and are combined into a larger festival complex. The most 

frequentðperhaps the centralðrite in the Emar multi-month calendar 

(occurring at least twelve times) is the procession complex for the god or 

goddess of the festival.
33

 

The verb wasû identifies the procession complex, which 

combines three primary rites.
34

 The first rite is the slaughtering and 

offering of one lamb (sila4) to a god or goddess (cf. lines 7, 18, 23). On 

the next day (day 2 of the complex) the god or goddess processes out of 

the temple and often to, or through, a notable gate of the city. The third 

rite of the processional complex is a return ceremony, including offerings 

and a festival meal with meat, bread, and drink offerings consumed by a 

broader population (cf. lines 21, 29, 37, 61, 119). One illustration of the 

procession complex is identified in lines 58ï61: 

 

The month of 
d
nin.kur.ra: on the 17th day they offer a lamb for 

d
nin.kur. On the 18th day 

d
nin.kur.ra goes out in procession one 

good quality white sheep (is) provided by the nuppuhannȊ men. 

The men of the consecration-gift [. . .] eat and drink bread and 

beer. 

 

A second example of a festival complex outlines the planting 

rites in the middle of the first month (fall). This festival complex has 

three parts (two named ceremonies and one unnamed ceremony). On the 

fifteenth day of the month, the image of 
d
Ġaggar proceeds to the cattle 

barn and the horse stable; one sheep is slaughtered at each location in an 

unnamed rite (lines 45ï46). Later that evening, a named ceremony offers 

three sheep for two gods and the people (lines 47ï53), and the Diviner 

throws seed on the ground in an agricultural rite. On the next day, 

 
 

33. A full analysis of ritual activity in each month can be found in Babcock, ñWest 

Semitic,ò 235ï47. 

 

34. Three verbs describe the movement of a god or goddess out of the temple. Only one 

of the verbs (wacû) seems to be associated with the procession complex, and the other 

two verbs (tȊrtu and cadu) may represent another form of rite. 
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another named ceremony occurs that includes a lasting oath (lines 53ï

56). The three distinct rites are grouped into one larger festival complex 

that ends with a prohibition against planting until the completion of the 

honorific ceremony (kubadu) (line 57). While this complex is primarily 

intended as a planting festival, sheep are prominently sacrificed. This 

demonstrates that, like the observances of Pesach and the Feast of 

Unleavened Bread, agricultural festivals may incorporate offerings of 

both meat and grain. Moreover, the agricultural festival complex happens 

on fixed dates despite the possible fluctuations in the ripening of crops. 

Lines 45ï57 of the text read: 

 

On the 15th day, they bring 
d
Ġaggar down to the cattle barn and 

(perform) the slaughter. They slaughter one sheep at the horse 

stable. During that month,
 
during the evening ceremony, they 

bring out (a procession). They slaughter one sheep for the 

nuppuhanȊ men, one sheep for the garden of 
d
Baalôs sacred pool, 

and a sheep for 
d
Dagan Lord of the Seed. The Diviner throws 

seed onto the ground. The [. . .] bread (item) from the House of 

the Gods(?), cups (of drink), and the meat of the right breast 

belong to the Diviner. On the next day, in the morning éthey 

slaughter (a sacrifice) for 
d
Dagan and perform an honorific 

ceremony by lasting oath(?) and by [. . .] until they finish the 

honorific ceremony, no one may go out to plant. 

 

A third example occurs in Emar 446 lines 86ï94, where the text 

prescribes the festival activities in the month of MarzahǕni. Rites include 

the following: the BuqarǕtu ceremony, a procession, a burnt offering, 

and the carrying of loaves. Like the festivals discussed above, this 

festival complex melds the pastoral aspect of a burnt offering with the 

agricultural offering of grain or bread into a larger festival observance.  

Lines 96ï119 identify a final ritual complex, during the month of 
d
Halma, which includes an honorific ceremony (kubadu), a drink 

offering, a burnt offering, the Day of Renewal of 
d
Dagan, and a 

procession. These lines read: 

 

The month of 
d
Halma: on the 2nd day they perform the honorific 

ceremony at the Temple of 
d
Dagan. In the evening they fill a 

goblet with wine and burn a bird. The Day of Renewal of 
d
Dagan 

falls on the 3rd. One sheep is provided by the city the divine axe 

remains in the temple. The sheepôs hide belongs to the Diviner. 

On the 8th day 
d
Halma goes out in procession. The divine axe 

follows him. One sheep is provided by the city. The men of the 

consecration-gift (?) feast. The bread and beer belong to the 
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leader. On that day, they offer a lamb at the temple of 
d
Baal. On 

the 9th day 
d
Baal of Canaan goes out in procession. An ox and 

six sheep proceed to his temple. Among them [. . . from(?)]the 

Temple of 
d
Dagan (?) the Lord <(ofé?)> he receives. . . .[. . . 

the men] who give(?)the consecration-gift(?) [. . .] the hides, the 

intestines, the fat [. . .] belong to the Diviner. [. . .] the hip [. . .] 

belongs to the king of the land. 

 

The merging of named and unnamed rites into larger festival 

complexes is a point of similarity between Lev 23 and Emar 446. In Lev 

23:5ï8 the Pesach ceremony and Festival of Unleavened Bread are 

apparently combined into one festival complex. This complex consists of 

two named rites and illustrates a possible conflict between the meat 

offerings of a pastoral society and the grain offerings of an agricultural 

society. The verses read:  

 

In the first month, on the fourteenth [day]
 
of the month, at 

twilight, a Passover offering to YHWH, and on the fifteenth day 

of that month the Feast of Unleavened Bread to YHWH. Seven 

days you are to eat unleavened bread. On the first day shall be 

for you a sacred occasion: do no heavy labor. Thus for seven 

days you shall offer food offerings to YHWH. On the seventh 

day is a sacred assembly: you shall do no heavy labor. 

 

Wagenaar argues that the joining of these named rites furnishes 

proof of a late redaction of the text. However, the evidence from Emar 

446 demonstrates that the use of festival complexes was already attested 

in second-millennium West Semitic rituals.
35

 

 

Variations in Festival Names and Dates 

 

The Emarite ritual text describes three related aspects relevant to this 

section: (1) some festivals are named while others are unnamed in the 

same text; (2) agricultural festivals occur on fixed dates; and (3) some 

festivals occur on fixed dates while other dates are left ambiguous in the 

same text.  

 
35. Hess argues that the combination of pastoral and agrarian festival elements of burnt 

lambs, various breads, lack of an altar, and minimized role of the priest/diviner in a 

festival ñcelebrated by a settled West Semitic people in the Late Bronze Age raises 

additional questions about the degree of certainty that can be ascribed to the posited 

evolutionary development of the biblical festivalò (ñMultiple-Month Ritual,ò 249ï50). 
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Although Lev 23 names many festivals, ceremonies, and rituals, 

the agricultural festivals in the first and third months remain unnamed. 

The first month identifies an anonymous agricultural firstfruit celebration 

for the barley harvest on ñthe day after the Sabbath-weekò (v. 11). 

Exodus 23:16 names the first festival as the ñFestival of the Harvest.ò 

The text identifies a second unnamed firstfruits festival seven weeks later 

for the wheat harvest. Exodus 34:22 and Num 28:26ï31 record this 

second festival as the ñFestival of Weeks.ò The reverse is also true: Lev 

23:26ï32 names the Day of Atonement while Num 29:7ï11 leaves the 

rite unnamed.  

Wagenaar bolsters his case for a late redaction to the text, 

insisting that (1) the presence of both named and unnamed festivals in 

the same text is inconsistent and best explained by a later addition; (2) 

the celebration of agricultural festivals on fixed dates is an exilic 

development that followed the festivalsô separation from their 

agricultural origins; and (3) the presence of some festivals tied to fixed 

dates and others to flexible dates points to a textual redaction combining 

two distinct traditions.  

The second-millennium B.C. ritual text from Emar demonstrates 

a similar consolidation of named and unnamed festivals. Emar 446 

records an unnamed festival beginning on the fifteenth of the first month. 

Emar 375 appears to describe the same festivalðwith the name Zukru. 

Therefore, the practice of naming a festival in one text and leaving it 

unnamed in another preserves an early West Semitic practice and may 

not indicate later redaction or authorial traditions. 

Emar 446 also demonstrates that a second-millennium culture 

celebrated agricultural rites on fixed dates. During the month of sag.mu 

(first month), on the fifteenth day (full moon) of the month, a planting 

ceremony occurs (see translation of Emar 446 lines 45ï57 above). This 

agricultural festival begins with offerings to 
d
Ġaggar at the cattle barn (® 

gud
meġ
) and horse stable (® anġe.kur.ra). Although the use of horses in 

agriculture is debated, these offerings may have been intended to prepare 

the draft animals for plowing and planting. The rite continues with a 

procession including offerings to the nuppuhanȊ men, the Garden of 

Baóalôs Sacred Pool, and Dagan Lord of the Seed. The ceremony 

concludes with the Diviner throwing seed onto the ground in a rite of 

planting. On the following day (sixteenth of the month) there is an 

honorific ceremony that includes the taking of oaths. After the 

completion of the oaths, everyone may go out to plant. According to the 
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text, these agrarian-based rites took place on set dates, despite the annual 

fluctuations in the planting dates produced by the lunar calendar.
36

  

 The rituals found in Emar 446 contest Wagenaarôs assumption 

that the hosting of agricultural rituals on fixed dates requires a textual 

redaction. Therefore, the observance of agricultural rites on fixed dates 

does not, by itself, necessitate a later redaction to the text or late textual 

development.
37

 

Although most rites in the multi-month Emarite ritual calendar 

occur on fixed dates and follow a structured formula, the festival during 

the third month (
d
Anna) does not specify a date for ritual activity. Lines 

77ï82 read: 

 

The month of 
d
Anna: One sheep is provided for 

d
Adammatera. 

The nuppuhannȊ men, along with the hamġaȊ men, give a sheep, 

[bread] and beer one sheep for the abû shrine of the gods, one 

sheep for the Temple of 
d
Dagan, and a sheep for the townðthese 

sheep are provided by the nuppuhannȊ men the Diviner receives 

these hides. 

 

The lack of a number for the day, which is unique in the text, led 

Fleming to conclude that the activities may have taken place on different 

days each year.
38

 Hess argues that the lack of a mentioned date may 

indicate that activities occurred on the first day of the monthðat the new 

moon.
39

 In either case, the text includes rites on both specified and 

unspecified dates. A second example of an unspecified date occurs in 

Emar 446 line 47. This line reads ñduring that month, during the evening 

ceremony.ò Hess, citing this line, argues that there is an early precedent 

for cultic calendars including agricultural rites on both fixed dates and 

 
36. Fleming argues that while the text holds a prescriptive nature, the set dates may refer 

to only one year. Fleming states that ñalthough the scribe has chosen verbal forms that 

imply that regular repetition of the ritual is to be expected, it is possible that the specific 

date applies only to one observanceò (Time, 141). This study argues against Fleming and 

for a fixed date: A fixed date follows the custom, found in other ancient Near Eastern 

cultures, of hosting rituals at the full-moon phase of the first and seventh months. For 

Fleming to be correct, the rituals would not so closely align with the lunar phases and 

would occur on random dates. 

 

37. Hess makes the same conclusion (ñMultiple-Month Ritual,ò 248). 

 

38. Fleming (Time, 162) bases his argument on Jack M. Sasson, who concludes that 

festival dates at Mari were occasionally flexible (ñThe Calendar and Festivals of Mari 

during the Reign of Zimri Lim,ò in Studies in Honor of Tom B. Jones [ed. Makvin A. 

Powell, Jr. and Ronald H. Sack; AOAT 203; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Verlag, 1979], 119ï41).  

 

39. Hess, ñMultiple-Month Ritual,ò 244.  
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dates tied to the agricultural harvest or planting.
40

 He concludes that 

these variations on the general theme at Emar demonstrate that 

differences in the date formula should not be used to designate editorial 

layers.
41

  

 

Simultaneous Festivals 

 

Emar 446 provides two examples of simultaneous rituals. Lines 11ï21 

and 22ï40 both give accounts of a procession complex for 
d
nin.urta on 

the fifteenth day of the first month. The rituals in this complex consist of 

the offering of a lamb, a procession, a festival meal of bread and beer, 

the use of the divine axe, and the sacrifice of a sheep. Line 22 divides the 

two passages with the temporal marker ñon that day.ò While the two 

Emar rituals on the fifteenth day are similar, they are not identical. The 

first processes through the Amit gate, and involves the entire population, 

who reenter the temple through the ñprimary gate.ò The second processes 

out through the ñmain gateò with an ox and six sheep. The second rite 

does not include the general population; instead, it specifies a feast for 

the leader of the people. Examples from the two portions of the text 

demonstrate these similarities and differences: 

 

Lines 11ï13, 16, 21 read: On that [sa]me day (the 15th day of 

the first month), [
d
nin.urta] processes out through the] Amit  

[Gate]. They give [. . . (an offering) provided by] the House of 

the Gods . . . the entire population . . . consume the bread and 

beer from out of the House [of the Gods]. 

 

Lines 22ï24, 29ï30 read: On [that] day (the 15th day of the first 

month), they offer [a lamb at] the Temple of 
d
nin.urta . 

[
d
Nin.urta] goes out in procession [to] the main gate. . . . the 

leader and the people of the countryside eat [and drink] in the 

Temple of [(
d
nin.urta)] . 

 

Lines 8ï10 and 45ï57 supply a second example of simultaneous 

festivals. Held for 
d
Dagan and 

d
Saggar on the fifteenth day of the same 

month, these festivals include similar rites.
42

 Lines 8ï10 read: ñOn the 

 
40. Hess, Leviticus (The Expositorôs Bible Commentary; rev. ed.; ed. Tremper Longman, 

III and David E. Garland; Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2008), 785. 

 

41. Hess, ñMultiple-Month Ritual,ò 244.  

 

42. A text from Ugarit provides evidence of rites described in different parts of the same 

text, seemingly out of chronological order. KTU 1.41 relates activities on the thirteenth 



BABCOCK: Sacred Time in West Semitic Festival Calendars                21 

 

15
th
 day, 

d
Dagan goes [out in procession . . .] a sheep which the 

nappuhannȊ men give [. . .] the [. . .] men [eat].ò Although the text is 

severely damaged, it is evident that the rite occurs on the fifteenth day of 

the month and involves a sheep offering. The context of the passage 

implies that the sheep plays a role in both a procession and festival meal. 

Several lines later, while still describing activities in the same month, the 

text mentions a ritual to 
d
Saggar. Lines 45ï46 read: ñOn the 15

th
 day, 

they bring 
d
Saggar down to the cattle barn and (perform) the slaughter. 

They slaughter one sheep at the horse stable . . .ò Both rites refer to the 

movement of the god and the offering of a sheep, but, like the first 

example, the festivals are not identical. Clearly these lines show that two 

similar rituals may be held simultaneously, even though the account of 

each appears in a different part of the text. 

The appearance of similar rituals on the same day recalls the 

reading in Lev 23 regarding the Feast of Tabernacles and Feast of 

YHWH. The two passages read:  

 

YHWH spoke to Moses, saying: ñSay to the Israelites thus: óOn 

the fifteenth day of this seventh month there shall be the Feast of 

Tabernacles,
 
for seven days to YHWH.

43
 The first day shall be a 

sacred occasion; do no heavy labor. Seven days you shall present 

food offerings to YHWH. On the eighth day, you shall observe a 

sacred occasion and present a food offering to YHWH. It is a 

solemn assembly; do no heavy labor. 

 

óHowever, on the fifteenth day of the seventh month, when you 

have gathered the crops of the land, you shall celebrate the Feast 

of YHWH seven days: on the first day, rest and on the eighth 

day, rest. On the first day you shall take for yourselves fruit of 

splendid trees: fronds of palms, branches of leafy trees, and 

willows of the brook, and you shall rejoice before YHWH your 

God seven days. You shall celebrate it as a Feast of YHWH for 

seven days in the year as a lasting ordinance, throughout your 

generations. You shall celebrate it in the seventh month. In 

______________________________________________________ 
and fourteenth days of the month prior to a discussion of activities on the sixth day of the 

month. Also discussed by Hess, ñMultiple-Month Ritual,ò 245. 

 

43. The meaning of Tabernacles and the role of ñboothsò are not clarified in the text. 

Hess indicates the practice of living in huts was likely ended by the writing of Lev 23. 

According to Hess, the meaning may be associated with the prior practice of living in 

huts in Egypt (the location of Succothðmeaning ñtabernaclesò) in Exod 12:37ï13:20, or 

with the practice of living in huts near the sanctuary in Jerusalem during festivals 

(Leviticus, 790ï91). Also discussed in Daniel Fleming, ñThe Israelite Festival Calendar 

and Emarôs Ritual Archive,ò RB 106 (1999): 8ï34. 
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booths you shall live seven days; all citizens in Israel shall live in 

booths, in order that your generations may know that I made the 

Israelites live in booths when I brought them out of the land of 

Egypt; I am YHWH your God.ôò  

 

In both festivals participants live in booths, rest, and honor 

YHWH. Just as in Emar 446, the two festivals in Lev 23 differ: the 

Festival of YHWH adds rejoicing with four species of leafy trees, a 

rationale for living in booths, and a specific call for native Israelites to 

live in booths. However, the Festival of Tabernacles has a different name 

and includes the sacred assembly.  

Based upon the evidence from Emar, the overlap of two rituals 

on the same day is not sufficient evidence (by itself) to conclude the 

Festival of Tabernacles and the Festival of YHWH are intended to be the 

same festival.
44

 In addition, the evidence from Emar calls Wagenaarôs 

conclusions into question. This study argues, following Hess, that 

simultaneous festivals occurring in passages from different parts of the 

text should not be used, in isolation, as evidence of late authorship or 

redaction.
45

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

This analysis examined four pieces of evidence used by Jan Wagenaar to 

argue that the festival calendar of Lev 23 reflects an exilic 

transformation, directly influenced by the first-millennium Babylonian 

priesthood. The study compared Lev 23 with Emar 446 and evaluated the 

textsô similarities with regard to the following features: the depiction of a 

dual six-month calendar with New Year celebrations in the first and 

seventh months; the practice of combining named rites into larger 

festival complexes; the presence of named and unnamed rituals, 

agricultural rites on fixed dates, and both fixed and unspecified dates for 

rites in the same text; and the recording of simultaneous festivals in 

different parts of the same text.  

Our findings challenge Wagenaarôs conclusions. Because the 

four elements occur in an earlier West Semitic text, their presence in Lev 

23 cannot be used to offer proof of a later textual transformation or 

redaction. On the contrary, the evidence strengthens the theory that Lev 

23 may preserve an early West Semitic ritual tradition dating to the 

second millennium.  

 
44. Following Hess, Leviticus, 792.  

 

45. Hess, ñMultiple-Month Ritual,ò 245ï6.  
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It is always important to remember that Israel did not exist in a 

vacuum. Hallo defines the purpose of comparative analysis, stating that 

ñit is not to find the key to every biblical phenomenon in some ancient 

Near Eastern precedent, but rather to silhouette the biblical text against 

its wider literary and cultural environment and thus to arrive at a proper 

assessment of the extent to which the biblical evidence reflects that 

environment or, on the contrary, is distinctive and innovative over 

against it.ò
46

 This study follows in Halloôs footsteps by providing another 

step towards understanding the context of Lev 23. 

 
46. William W. Hallo, ñCompare and Contrast: the Contextual Approach to Biblical 

Literature,ò in The Bible in the Light of Cuneiform Literature: Scripture in Context III 

(ed. William W. Hallo, Bruce William Jones, and Gerald L. Mattingly; Ancient Near 

Eastern Texts and Studies 8; Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen, 1990), 3. 





[JESOT 2.1 (2013): 25ï39] 

 

 

 

Gazelles, Does, and Flames: (De)Limiting Love in Song 

of Songs 
 

ANDREW E.STEINMANN  
 

Concordia University, Chicago 

Andrew.Steinmann@cuchicago.edu  

 

 
Some of the most commented upon and enigmatic passages in Song of 

Songs are the adjuration refrains (Song 2:7; 3:5; 8:4) and the 

comparison of love to a flame (Song 8:6). This paper proposes that 

these verses serve to delimit and define love in Song of Songs while 

also limiting the expression of that love. In each context there is a 

reference to Godðoften by clever circumlocution (Song 2:7; 3:5)ð

thereby defining the legitimate expression of love according to divine 

intent. This use of circumlocution and its omission at Song 8:4 build 

suspense for the punch line at Song 8:6 which finally reveals the 

involvement of God in love and its expression between the Shulammite 

and her beloved. 

 

KEYWORDS: Adjuration; circumlocution; oaths; Shulammite 

 

Some of the most commented upon and enigmatic passages in Song of 

Songs are the adjuration refrains (Song 2:7; 3:5; 8:4) and the comparison 

of love to a flame (Song 8:6). There are several major questions raised by 

the refrain: Why are the Daughters of Jerusalem called upon to take an 

oath by the gazelles and does of the field? What does it mean to awaken 

and arouse love? If one is not to arouse love until it desires what is it that 

love desires and when does it desire it? The comparison of love to a 

flame has one oft-debated question: Is the flame to be understood as an 

intense flame or a flame of Yah? I contend that these questions are 

resolved by understanding the relationship of the adjuration refrains to 

the flame analogy. These two passages illuminate each other when one 

understands the authorôs use of clever references to the deity, delayed 

revelation of the answer to the poetôs teasing and playful language, and 

his view of the proper sexual expression among humans. 

 

mailto:Andrew.Steinmann@cuchicago.edu
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THE ADJURATION REFRAIN 

 
There are four adjurations in the Song of Songs, all of them addressed by 

the Shulammite to the Daughters of Jerusalem (Song 2:7; 3:5; 5:8; 8:4). 

Three of these adjurations are the well-known refrain from the Song 

concerning awakening love. The first two occurrences of the adjuration 

refrain are identical: 

 

˘˫˞ˣ ˣ˶˧˰˸˘˫˞ ˢˡ̆ˢ ˸ˣ˪˧˞˟ ˣ˞ ˸ˣ˞˟˴˟ ˫˪̅ˣ˶˧ ˸ˣˮ˟ ˫˩˸˞ ˧˸˰˟̅ˢ

˳˲˥˸̅ ˡ˰ ˢ˟ˢ˞ˢ˘˸˞ ˣ˶˶ˣ˰˸ ̋

  

I place you under oath, Daughters of Jerusalem, by the gazelles 

and by the does of the field, that you do not awaken and you do 

not arouse this love until it desires. (Song 2:7; 3:5) 

 

The third occurrence is similar, but contains noticeable and important 

differences: 

 

˫˪̅ˣ˶˧ ˸ˣˮ˟ ˫˩˸˞ ˧˸˰˟̅ˢ ˳˲˥˸̅ ˡ˰ ˢ˟ˢ˞ˢ˘˸˞ ˣ˶˶˰˸˘ˢˬˣ ˣ˶˧˰˸˘ˢˬ ̋

 

I place you under oath, Daughters of Jerusalem: Why would you 

awaken and why would you arouse this love until it desires? 

(Song 8:4) 

 
There are two differences from the earlier adjurations: The oath is not 

sworn by the gazelles and does of the field, and the oath begins with the 

interrogative particle s  ˬ instead of ˫ .˞ These differences are important 

and account for the way I propose to understand and translate this 

occurrence of the adjuration refrain differently than the previous two. 

However, before delving into these differences, I will explore the first 

two occurrences of the refrain and then return to the third instance to 

justify my understanding. 

 

THE ADJURATION REFRAIN AT SONG 2:7 AND SONG 3:5 

 

Swearing by Gazelles and Does 

 

Attempts at Explaining the Gazelles and Does 
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The meaning of the rather strange and mystifying adjuration to swear by 

animals of the field has always been elusive. In fact, it has given rise to a 

number of explanations. Among them are:  

 

1. It is natural for shepherds to use objects around them to 

attest to their oath.
1
 

2. Gazelles and does are chosen because they are easily 

frightened animals, and they therefore communicate that you 

cannot force love upon another.
2
 

3. Gazelles and does wait until mating season to couple, 

therefore, they signify that humans, too, should wait for 

Godôs timing in matters of love to respect Godôs created 

order.
3
 

4. The Shulammite is depicting herself as beautiful, vigorous, 

and sexually active like a gazelle (Song 2:9, 17; 4:5; 7:3; 

8:14).
4
 

5. Since the refrain implies that love is not to be disturbed, the 

speaker compares it to gazelles and does which are lovely 

and free and roam the hills.
5
 

6. The word ˸ ˣ˞˟˴ is to be understood as the heavenly armies 

(plural of ˞ ˟˴) or as an apocopation of the phrase Yahweh of 

Armies (˸ˣ˞˟˴ ˢˣˢ˧), not as gazelles (plural of s ˧˟˴). The oath 
is to be witnessed by Godôs angelic armies or God himself.

6
 

 
1. A. Cohen, The Five Megilloth: Hebrew Text & English Translation with Introductions 

and Commentary (Soncino Books of the Bible; Soncino: London, 1946), 7. 

 

2. Othmar Keel, The Song of Songs (trans. Frederick J. Gaiser; Continental 

Commentaries; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1994), 92. 

 

3. Christopher W. Mitchell, The Song of Songs (Concordia Commentary; St. Louis: 

Concordia, 2003), 698. 

 

4. Duane A. Garrett, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs (NAC 14; Nashville: 

Broadman, 1993), 392. 

 

5. C. F. Keil and F. Deliztsch, Commentary on the Old Testament in Ten Volumes (trans. 

James Martin; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, repr. 1976), 6.46. [The original German edition 

of commentary on Song of Songs was published in 1872; see Keil and Deliztsch, 

Commentary on the Old Testament, 6.x]. 

 

6. This appears to be at least as old as the Septuagint: ɜ ŰŬɠ ŭɡɜɛŮůɘɜ əŬ ɜ ŰŬɠ 

ůɢůŮůɘɜ Űɞ ɔɟɞɡ; similarly the Targum has ñby the Lord of Hosts and the Strength of 

the Land of Israel [˪ ˞˶̅˧ˡ ˞˰˶˞ ˧˲˵˸˟ˣ ː˸ˣ˞˟˴ ːˢ˟]; according to Pope, a similar view was 

held by Joüon. (Marvin H. Pope, Song of Songs: A New Translation with Introduction 

and Commentary (AB 7C; Garden City: Doubleday, 1977), 385. 
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7. Those who espouse that the Song was originally intended for 

a pagan cultic setting see a connection with Astarte, the 

Canaanite fertility goddess to whom these animals were said 

to be sacred.
7
 

 

 These explanations of the use of gazelles and does in the refrain 

fall into three types. The first is represented by explanation 1 above. This 

explanation takes seriously that oaths require attestation by an outside 

party. However, it rather arbitrarily asserts that shepherds would call 

upon ordinary creatures in their environment as witnesses. There are two 

reasons why this approach is unsatisfactory. First, it does not account for 

the choice of animals. Why gazelles and does and not doves (ˮ ˣ˧˫ ;˧ Song 

1:15; 2:14; 4:1; 5:2, 12; 6:9; turtledove [x ˸˶ ] Song 2:12), or goats (˰˫˧ˤ 

Song 4:1; 6:5) or ewes (˪ ˥˶˫˧ Song 6:6) or even many of the flora 

mentioned in the Song? Second, it does not take seriously that 

throughout the ancient Near East and certainly in the OT, oaths most 

often called on a deity or deities as witnesses (e.g., Ruth 1:17; 1 Sam 

3:17; 19:6; 2 Sam 2:27; 1 Kgs 17:12; 18:10; 2 Kgs 6:31; Job 27:2; Jer 

44:26; Amos 8:14). In a few cases oaths called on a superior as a witness 

(e.g., Pharaoh, Gen 42:5; the high priest Eli, 1 Sam 1:26; Jonathan as 

Davidôs superior, 1 Sam 20:3; Elijah as Elishaôs superior, 2 Kgs 2:4, 6; 

see Heb 6:16). God, of course, having no superior, swears by himself as 

witness (e.g., Num 14:21, 28; Deut 32:40; Isa 49:18; Jer 22:24; 46:18; 

Ezek 5:11; 14:16, Zeph 2:9; see Heb 6:13). However in biblical terms, it 

is difficult, if not impossible to construe gazelles and does as superior to 

any human. 

 The second type of explanation is one that attempts to view the 

gazelles and does as animals that are representative of some concept in 

the Songôs context, either immediate context of the adjuration refrain 

(explanations 2, 3, 5) or the wider context of the Song as a whole 

(explanation 4). These explanations at least have a contextual connection 

of some sort to the Song. However, they attenuate or even eliminate the 

gazelles and does as witnesses to the oath in favor of making them 

symbols of some theme or motif. Yet, oaths in the OT (and in the ancient 

Near East more generally) commonly called on witnesses to guarantee 

their solemnity, and the adjuration refrain in the Song appears on its 

surface to do just that. In addition, this type of explanation is somewhat 

arbitrary. Interpreters choose something about gazelles and does that 

appeals to them and their sense of the Songôs message without any 

defense of why such a choice is better than others that could have been 

made. Gazelles can be characterized as skittish (explanation 2), mating in 

 
7. Pope, Song of Songs, 385ï86. 
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season (explanation 3), beautiful, vigorous, sexually active (explanation 

4) and free roaming (explanation 5). But which of these is being 

emphasized in the refrain? All of them have some type of claim, but none 

is clearly superior to the others. In addition, nothing is used to justify the 

Songôs choice of gazelles and does over other animals. Other wild 

animals can be skittish; other animals mate in season; others can be 

considered beautiful; others are free roaming. Why gazelles and does? 

Why not some other animals, such as a beautiful dove (Song 2:14) or 

goats (Song 4:1; 6:5), which also mate in season? 

 The third type of explanation takes into account the frequent and 

even expected calling upon God as witness to an oath. Explanations 6 

and 7 above are examples of this. In favor of this type of explanation is 

that it takes seriously the ancient preference for swearing oaths by the 

God or at least a surrogate for him, the angelic hosts.
8
 However, one of 

the explanations (explanation 6) falls short in dealing with the second 

witness: the does. There is no real justification for viewing the does as a 

reference to powers as in the Septuagint or ñstrength of the land of 

Israelò in the Targum (see note 6).  Does have association with beauty in 

the OT but not strength (cf. Gen 49:21; 2 Sam 22:34; Job 39:1; Ps 18:34; 

22:1; 29:9; Prov 5:19; Song 2:7; 3:5; Jer 14:5). About as close one can 

come to strength associated with does is a reference to their 

surefootedness (Hab 3:19). The other explanation in this category 

(explanation 7) assumes an unproven original setting among pagan 

Canaanites for the Song. Most scholars would reject this presumed 

original Sitz im Leben, and even if one were to endorse this view, it 

would still remain highly speculative and impossible to prove without 

documentary evidence. 

 Finally, it should be noted that these explanations neither 

acknowledge nor account for the strange collocation ñthe gazelles and 

does of the field.ò The addition of the modification l ̆ˢˢ  to a specific 

type of animal is unique to Song 2:7; 3:5 in the OT. Elsewhere this 

appellation occurs only with generic terms that denote animals in 

general. The phrase ñanimal of the fieldò (l̆ ˢ ˸˧˥ˢ ), occurs twenty-nine 

times and usually denotes wild animals (e.g., Exod 23:11; Hos 2:12), 

though at times it appears to differentiate between animals that are 

earthbound as opposed to birds which fly in the sky (˧ˬ̅ˢ ˱ˣ˰˫ ; e.g.,  Gen 

2:19-20). The equivalent phrase, ̆ ˢ ˸ˬˢ˟ˡs , is used once (1 Sam 17:44). 

Therefore, the phrase ñthe gazelles and does of the fieldò ought to catch 

the readerôs attention. It appears to be somewhat nonsensical. It surely 

cannot denote wild gazelles and does as distinct from domesticated 

 
8. The NT acknowledges swearing by surrogates for God such as heaven, earth, or 

Jerusalem (Matt 5:34-35; Jam 5:12). 
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gazelles and does. Nor can it differentiate between earthbound gazelles 

and does and some species of bird, a differentiation that would make 

little sense. 

 

Gordisôs Suggestion 

 

However, there is an explanation that accounts for all of the features of 

the phrase ñthe gazelles and does of the field.ò Many commentators 

follow the lead of Gordis who proposed that the phrase 

˸ˣ˞˟˴˟ x˞ ˸ˣ˪˧˞˟ ̆ˢˡs  was a circumlocution for the similarly sounding 

ˡ̅ ˪˞˟ ˣ˞ ˸ˣ˞˟˴ ˢˣˢ˧˟˧ .
9
 This circumlocution would have been used to 

avoid direct mention of any divine names in an oath, especially an oath 

connected with the physical aspects of love.
10

 This type of 

circumlocution is common in many languages for oaths, expressions of 

shock and surprise, and profanity. Note English ñHoly Cowò for ñHoly 

Christò; ñJiminy Christmasò for ñJesus Christò; French òsacr® bleuò for 

ñsacr® dieuò; the now archaic German ñPotz Blitzò for ñGotts Blitz.ò 

 The particular circumlocution used in the adjuration refrain is 

especially appropriate since these females of gazelle and deer species are 

associated with expressions of love elsewhere (Prov 5:18ï19; Song 4:5; 

7:3; for the male counterparts cf. Song 2:9, 17; 8:14). Moreover, they fit 

the Shulammiteôs words well, since she is consistently depicted as a girl 

from the countryside. 

 The adjuration itself evokes for the reader the concept of God as 

witness. Simply by stating, ñI place you under oathò (˩˸˞ ˧˸˰˟̅ˢ˫ ) the 

Shulammite raises the expectation that an invocation of God as witness is 

to follow (see Gen 24:3). A contemporary example may help: Suppose 

someone working in carpentry accidently struck his thumb with a 

 
9. Gordis proposed that the first image is a circumlocution for ˸ˣ˞˟˴ ˧ˢ˪˞˟. However, the 

phrase ˸ ˣ˞˟˴ ˢˣˢ˧ is much more common in the Hebrew Bible. 

 

10. Robert Gordis, The Song of Songs and Lamentations: A Study, Modern Translation 

and Commentary (Rev. and augmented ed.; New York: KTAV, 1974), 27ï28. Others 

who have given full or qualified support to Gordisô proposal include Michael V. Fox, The 

Song of Songs and the Ancient Egyptian Love Songs (Madison: University of Wisconsin, 

1985), 110; Roland E. Murphy, The Song of Songs: A Commentary on the Book of 

Canticles or The Song of Songs (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990), 133; Tremper 

Longman III, Song of Songs (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 116; Mitchell, 

The Song of Songs, 684ï5; Duane Garrett and Paul R. House, Song of 

Songs/Lamentations (WBC 23B; Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2004), 152; J. Cheryl Exum, 

Song of Songs: A Commentary (OTL; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2005), 119; 

Richard S. Hess, Song of Songs (Baker Commentary on the Old Testament Wisdom and 

Psalms; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005), 82. 
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hammer and exclaimed, ñCheesy Crust!ò
11

 Although this is not a 

commonly used circumlocution for Jesus Christ, many who heard it 

would immediately understand it this way, since in modern culture it is 

an unfortunate custom of many to use exclamations involving Godôs 

name in expressions of surprise. The context of surprise and pain evokes 

an expectation of such an expression. In ancient Israel, the context of an 

oath similarly evokes an expectation of God as witness. While this is 

somewhat culturally conditioned, it is not beyond moderns to perceive it 

with the adjuration refrain. For instance, consider the observation of C. 

F. Keil over 140 years ago about the refrain at Song 2:7:  

 

It is permitted to the Israelites to swear, ˟̅ˮ˰ , only by God (Gen. 

xxi. 23); but to adjure, ̅ˢ˧˸˰˟, by that which is not God, is also 

admissible, although this example before us is perhaps the only 

direct one in Scripture.
12

 

 

Keilôs attempt to draw a distinction between the N stem (Niphal) and H 

stem (Hiphil) of the verb to explain the gazelles and does as witnesses in 

the adjuration refrain is strained. Apparently, he was trying to justify the 

use of animals as witnesses to an oath, though his implication that there 

is indirect evidence for this in Israel is, to my knowledge, unfounded. 

However, his observation that Israelites usually swear by God as witness 

is telling.
13

 Even for moderns familiar with the OT, it is possible for the 

adjuration refrain to evoke an expectation of calling on God as witness to 

the oath. This expectation is fulfilled via the circumlocution ñby the 

gazelles and does of the field.ò If contemporary scholars are 

uncomfortable with the use of a circumlocution for God, it is at least 

partially due to the fact that in contemporary usage, such circumlocutions 

nearly always carry negative connotations because of the contexts in 

which they normally occur.
14

 However, such negative connotations 

should not be projected anachronistically back onto ancient Israelites. 

 
11. I am indebted to my colleague John Rhoads for this example. 

 

12. Keil, Commentary on the Old Testament, 6.47ï48. 

 

13. Of course, Keil is wrong that Israelites only swore by God, as the examples given 

above about swearing by superiors demonstrate. 

 

14. For such discomfort see, for instance, the comments of Garrett about this being 

ñprobably little more than wordplayò (Garrett and House, Song of Songs/Lamentations, 

152) or Huwilerôs comment that Gordisôs suggestion is ñboth charming and plausible but 

cannot be proved.ò (Roland E. Murphy and Elizabeth Huwiler, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, 

Song of Songs (NIBC 12; Peabody: Hendrickson, 1999), 257.) Of course, many 

interpretations of difficult passages cannot be proved beyond doubt. The same is true of 
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 Another reason for contemporary scholarsô discomfort with 

Gordisôs suggestion is that it involves circumlocution in which the 

surface meaning of the words is severely subordinated to their implied 

intended meaning. Exegetes are comfortable with plays on words as long 

as the surface meaning predominates. Circumlocutions where the surface 

meaning of word is less important than their sound quality or where the 

surface meaning is not at all part of the intended meaning are rare, even 

in modern parlance. However, they exist and are intelligible if one 

recognizes the contextual clues that signal they are being used.  Yet, 

many would tend to discount identifying the phrase ñthe gazelles and 

does of the fieldò as a circumlocution by characterizing it as a ñless than 

straightforwardò interpretation. To reject Gordisôs proposal simply 

because other proposed explanations appear to be more straightforward 

is to ignore the fact that these other explanations are far from 

straightforward in themselves. As demonstrated above, they rely on 

supposition, arbitrary associations proposed by interpreters, and ignoring 

important textual or contextual features of the adjuration refrain. The 

categorization of interpretations as more straightforward or less 

straightforward not only introduces a slippery and ill -defined concept 

into exegetical method, but it also downplays or eliminates an important 

factor in judging between interpretations: Which is most likely the 

intended sense of the author given all of the verbal and contextual clues 

in the text? 

 Gordisôs explanation of the phrase is the only one that is able to 

account for a very important textual clue: the strange addition of the 

appellation ñof the field.ò This descriptor is not added to the phrase 

ñgazelles and doesò for any semantic refining of the reference to these 

animals. It is added in order to make the circumlocution sound similar to 

the appellation ˞˪ ˡ̅˧  (ñGod Almightyò). In fact, the very nonsensical 

nature of adding ˢ̆ˡs  (ñof the fieldò) calls attention to the fact that the 

phrase ñby the gazelles and does of the fieldò is a circumlocution and is 

to be understood as such. 

 Given the fact that Gordisôs explanation does not run afoul of the 

problems that plague other approaches to explaining the enigmatic 

phrase ñby the gazelles and does of the field,ò it is to be preferred over 

them. It takes seriously that most oaths held the expectation that God 

would be invoked as a witness. It elicits the pastoral origins of the 

Shulammite depicted throughout Song of Songs and through the clever 

choice of words that denote wild animals that are also associated with the 

lovers in the Song (Song 2:9, 17; 4:5; 7:3; 8:14; see Prov 5:18ï19). It 

______________________________________________________ 
the seven other examples given above. However, some interpretations can be shown to be 

more probable and convincing than others. 
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also accounts for the rather unexpected and semantically inexplicable ñof 

the fieldò appellation applied to the gazelles and does, a feature of the 

phrase that calls attention to its use as a circumlocution for God. 

 

Awakening and Arousing Love 

 

The admonition warns against awakening and arousing love. Both verbs 

are from the verbal root ˶ˣ˰. The first is an H stem form (causative: 

awaken), the second a D (Polel) stem form (factitive: arouse). These 

verbs are often discussed in commentaries, and they appear to be crucial 

to understanding the point of the adjuration. 

 

One Suggestion: Do Not Disturb Lovers  

 

Gordis understood the verbs to mean something like ñdisturbò and 

ñinterruptò so that the adjuration is a warning against disturbing and 

interrupting lovers in the throes of passion.
15

 His reasoning was that the 

context indicates that the Shulammite was experiencing such passion 

immediately before the adjuration:   

 

His right hand is under my head, and his left hand embraces me. 

(Song 2:6; cf. Song 8:3) 

 

Scarcely had I passed them when I found him whom my soul 

loves. I held on to him and would not let him go until I brought 

him into my motherôs house and into the room of the one who 

conceived me. (Song 3:4) 

 

Thus, the reasoning appears to be that the Shulammite is placing the 

Daughters of Jerusalem under oath that they not interrupt her love until it 

desires to be arousedðthat is, until it is sated. 

 There are two problems with this interpretation, however. One is 

that it is not all that clear from the context that the Shulammite is 

speaking about her love in the adjuration refrain. She may well be 

speaking about the love potentially to be experienced by the Daughters 

of Jerusalemðthey are not to awaken or arouse love in themselves until 

it desires. 

 
15. Gordis, Song of Songs and Lamentations, 82; Marcia Falk, The Song of Songs: A New 

Translation and Interpretation (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1990), 175ï6; Keel, The 

Song of Songs, 89, 124. 
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 More importantly, as numerous commentators have pointed out, 

the verbal root ˶ ˣ˰ signifies rousing someone to action, not stopping or 

interrupting action already in progress.
16

 One defense of Gordisôs 

position was offered by Fox. He opined that ñthe way one disturbs 

lovemaking is to wake the couple in the morning.ò
17

 Exum rejects Foxôs 

suggestion because it ñstrains the sense of the verseò and when ñloveò 

( ˟ˢ˞ˢ ) is used elsewhere in Song of Songs it seems to refer to love in the 

abstract, not lovemaking in particular (2:4, 5; 3:10; 5:8; 7:6 [Hebrew 

7:7]; 8:6ï7).
18

 Indeed, at Song 2:5 and again at Song 5:8 the Shulammite 

indicates she is ñsick with loveò which can hardly mean ñsick with 

lovemaking.ò (˟ˢ˞ˢ  can denote lovemaking however, see Prov 7:18). 

 Gault seeks to rescue Gordisôs interpretation by claiming a sort 

of poetic license on part of the author of Song of Songs. The couple is at 

peaceful rest, and the verbs are used metaphorically to indicate that the 

Daughters of Jerusalem are not to rouse them from such peace.
19

 This 

appears to me to be special pleading, and it is not all that different from 

Foxôs suggestion.  

 Gault, however, in seeking another defense of Gordisôs position, 

offers a helpful suggestion. He notes that ˟s ˞ˢ  always occurs in the 

adjuration refrain with the article. In fact, the article is used with this 

noun only in Song of Songs out of all of the books of the Hebrew Bible 

(Song 2:7; 3:5; 8:4, 7). Some commentators take this use of the article to 

indicate that love is being personified.
20

 Clearly, there is personification 

of love in the adjuration refrain. Love can be awakened and aroused, and 

it has desire. The verbs accomplish this personification. However, if it is 

the article that personifies, then why is the article used at Song 8:7 where 

love is quenched, flooded, and cannot be bought? There is no 

requirement to see personification in these metaphors. Love is a flame, a 

place, and cannot be commoditizedðbut none of these involve 

personification at Song 8:7. Gault suggests, instead, that the article is 

 
16. Exum, Song of Songs, 118; Longman, Song of Songs, 115; Garrett, Song of Songs, 

152; Murphy, Song of Songs, 133. 

 

17. Fox, Song of Songs, 110. 

 

18. Exum, Song of Songs, 118. 

 

19. Brian P. Gault, ñAn Admonition against óRousing Loveô: The Meaning of the 

Enigmatic Refrain in Song of Songs,ò BBR 20 (2010): 176ï7. 

 

20. E.g., Mitchell, Song of Songs, 699. 
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used as a deictic particle, a use that is not unknown elsewhere.
21

 Thus, in 

this passage ˟ ˢ˞ˢˢ  means ñthis [kind of] love.ò Gault seeks to limit the 

reference of ñthis loveò to the immediate context and therefore, only to 

the sexual expression of love as indicated in the verse immediately 

preceding each instance of the adjuration refrain. However, I believe this 

is too narrowly limiting the context to only the immediately preceding 

verse. ñThis loveò in the adjuration refrain is referring to the strong 

emotional, psychological, and familial attachment that the Shulammite 

feels for her beloved throughout Song of Songs. Otherwise she could not 

be ñsick with loveò just two verses before the first occurrence of the 

adjuration refrain (Song 2:5; cf. 5:8). Such love between a woman and a 

man, of course, also entails the desire for physical affection. 

 

Another Suggestion:  

Avoid Arousing this Love Inappropriately 

 

Since the verbs denote rousing someone to action, the more commonly 

encountered interpretation is that the adjuration refrain is a warning to 

the Daughters of Jerusalem against arousing love in themselves before it 

desires.
22

 The Shulammite addresses the Daughters of Jerusalem to 

inform and instruct them elsewhere in Song of Songs. At Song 1:5 she 

informs them of her suntanned skin. Commentators are divided as to 

whether she is affirming or denying her beauty, but the informational and 

instructional function is the same in either case. They are to learn about 

the love of a man who appreciates a woman for whom and what she is. 

At the end of her description of her beloved in Song 5:16, she 

summarizes by saying, ñthis is my beloved, and this is my friend, 

Daughters of Jerusalem.ò She now has taught the Daughters of Jerusalem 

that she appreciates her beloved for whom and what he is so that they 

might learn someday to appreciate their beloveds in like manner. 

Similarly, at Song 3:11 she tells the Daughters of Zion to look at 

Solomon dressed as if it were his wedding day so that they can learn of 

his joy. In each of these, as in the four adjurations where the Daughters 

of Jerusalem are addressed, the point of the address is to impart 

knowledge for the benefit of the Daughters of Jerusalem. Eschelbach 

concludes that the Daughters of Jerusalem ñare friends of the beloved, 

 
21. Exod 9:27: ˢ˰˲˫   = ñthis timeò; Num 11:6  ˬˢ˭ = ñthis mannaò; Num 21:5  ˪˵ˢ ˫˥˪˟˪˵  

= ñthis worthless foodò; Num 22:8 ˪˧˪ˢˢ   = ñtonightò (i.e., ñthis nightò); 2 Kgs 19:29 

̅ˢˮs   = ñthis yearò; the frequent use of ˣ˧ˢ˫   = ñtodayò (i.e., ñthis dayò). 

 

22. Michael Eschelbach, ñSong of Songs: Increasing Appreciation of and Restraint in 

Matters of Love,ò AUSS 42 (2004): 312;  Exum, Song of Songs, 118; Garrett, Song of 

Songs, 152; Longman, Song of Songs, 115; Mitchell, Song of Songs, 700. 
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who participate in her desire for and pursuit of a husband and who are 

expected to learn from the experience.ò
23

 This argues that the adjuration 

refrain is instructional for the benefit of the Daughters of Jerusalemð

that they not stir up their own feelings of love inappropriately. 

 This understanding is even more plausible if the suggestion 

offered by both Longman and Eschelbach is correct: the Daughters of 

Jerusalem serve as surrogates for the readers.
24

 The adjuration refrain, 

then, teaches readers not to force love, no matter how much they may 

long to be in a relationship like the Shulammite has with her beloved. 

 

THE ADJURATION REFRAIN AT SONG 8:4 

 

This still leaves one question unanswered about the meaning of the 

adjuration refrain: If one is not to arouse love ñuntil it desiresò what is it 

that love desires and when does it desire it? To answer this we must turn 

to the final occurrence of the refrain and note its two major differences 

from the previous two occurrences. 

 

Oath Beginning with s  ˬInstead of ˫  ˞

 

The oath at Song 8:4 is very similar to the oath at Song 2:7; 3:5. Despite 

the change in wording, most commentators simply argue that the 

expressions are equivalent since the refrain must be expressing the same 

sentiment and it is otherwise identical in wording. Some try to nuance 

this slightly by holding that sˬ  makes the negation ñdo not awaken. . .ò 

more emphatic and urgent.
25

 Occasionally an attempt is made to justify 

the use of sˬ  as a negative particle, as would be required if the oath were 

simply started with ˬs used as a negative particle.
26

 Often 1 Kgs 12:16 

and Job 31:1 are given as examples of such usage.
27

 However, both of 

these passages use ˬ sas an interrogative particle to introduce a question 

that expects a negative answer: 

 

 
23. Eschelbach, ñSong of Songsò 308. 

 

24. Eschelbach, ñSong of Songs,ò 308; Longman, Song of Songs, 115. 

 

25. Longman, Song of Songs, 206. 

 

26. Mitchell, Song of Songs, 1152; Mitchell cites BDB s.v. sˬ  2a (b); Joüon §144h, GKC 

§137b, note 1; HALOT s.v. ˬs C. 

 

27. E.g., Joüon §144h. 




































































































































































































































