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ABSTRACT 
 

This research evaluates the textual and archaeological evidence for pilgrimage in 

the Iron I central hill country of the southern Levant during the Late Bronze Age-Iron I 

transition period (ca. 1300-1000 BCE). The central hill country comprises the Judean and 

Samarian hills that are located west of the Jordan River and rise near Hebron to the south 

and end in the north near Dothan. This location and time period reflect the nascent stages 

of Israelite identity. Pilgrimage provides new perspectives through which to evaluate a 

specific aspect of early Israelite religion and culture. This research demonstrates that 

pilgrimage to ceremonial sites, where processions and ritual performances were held, 

provided avenues for families and clans to come together for a collective purpose and to 

fulfill collective needs.  Pilgrimage has many facets that transect social, economic, and 

political agendas. By looking at the entire network of sites availed in the archaeological 

and textual record that apply to the Iron I central hills, from household shrines to shrines 

of regional and cross-clan appeal, this research suggests that there were several scales of 

pilgrimage evident in the central highlands. Each scale of pilgrimage had different 

sociological implications, but primarily pilgrimage provided avenues for people to 

exchange goods and services without losing honor, negotiate status, and bond over a 

collective awareness of kinship and community that provided avenues for disparate tribes 

to coalesce into a coherent political body.  



8 
 

 

FIGURE 1. Map of Southern Levant in Iron I Period  

 
 
Only excavated sites in the central hill country are shown, and not all settlements in the 
foothills, desert or coastal plain are indicated. Map based on Finkelstein 1988: 35.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 This research explores the physical manifestations of pilgrimage in order to 

delineate how pilgrimage as a journey, as a destination, and as a motivating force for 

individuals and groups worked within the central highland communities in the southern 

Levant during the Late Bronze Age-Iron I transition (ca. 1300-1000 BCE). By focusing 

on the textual and archaeological evidence for pilgrimage in the Iron I highlands in the 

southern Levant, new perspectives are provided with which to explore some of the social, 

religious and economic elements of life in the hill country. Pilgrimage provides avenues 

to bring disparate groups together under a collective consciousness. Simultaneously, 

pilgrimage also provides avenues for status to be evaluated and renegotiated. Although 

complex, and sometimes contradictory, pilgrimage provides a perspective to evaluate the 

sociological development and consolidation of early Israelite identity.  

 

Research Objective 

This dissertation outlines the archaeological and textual evidence for pilgrimage 

in the hill country of the southern Levant during the transition between the Late Bronze 

Age through the Iron I Period (ca. 1300-1000 BCE). The central hill country comprises 

the Samarian and Judean hills that are located west of the Jordan River. The central hills 

include four topographic regions: the central ridgeline, the desert fringes to the east of the 
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ridgeline, the foothills to the west and the valley that transects this region where Shechem 

is located (figure 1). The settlements that developed within this area were created outside 

the trade networks that linked cities that in the coastal plain and through valleys. Small 

villages and farms within the mountainous regions and desert fringes may have been 

settled as a calculated attempt for people to pioneer an area away from continuing 

political conflicts that demarcate the end of the Late Bronze Age, which shall be 

discussed in more detail below.  Exploring the evidence for pilgrimage in this 

environment provides a new perspective with which to evaluate the social, political, and 

religious lives of the people who lived on the frontier and eventually came to see 

themselves as Israelites. 

Considerable scholarship has been produced that contextualizes the social, 

physical, and religious reality of the early highland settlers.1 Religious motivations 

cannot easily be parsed from ancient life. Religion has been described simply as “the 

verbal and non-verbal interaction with superhuman being(s)” (Penner 1989: 7), and such 

interactions were not abstracted or optional as “living in antiquity was being religious” 

(Dever 2005: 3). Scholars recognize the polytheistic nature of Israelite religion that 

evolved out of indigenous Canaanite traditions. Supernatural beings were present in every 

aspect of Israelite life and included patron deities, ancestors, evil spirits, foreign gods, 

and a pantheon of local gods spearheaded by a divine pair, a lord and lady (Smith 1990: 

145; Zevit 2001: 648-652). Archaeological evidence for rituals where deities were 

                                                 
1 Ecological and social factors concerning early Israelite identity have been addresses by Hopkins 1987; 
Bloch-Smith and Nakhai 1998; Meyers 1997; Faust 2006; and Killebrew 2005. Dever 2005: 32-62 provides 
a chapter on “the history of the history of religion.” 
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commemorated or implored included shrines found in households, villages, in the 

countryside, and in cities throughout the Iron I period, ca. 1200-1000 BCE (Nakhai 2001: 

161-200; Gilmour 1995).   

The confederation of families, or extended kinship groups referred to in the Bible 

as mišpāhâ, continue to have political influence under the monarchy (Schloen 2001: 165). 

It is unclear what the clan social structure, including religious culture, looked like in its 

earliest manifestations. By focusing on the central hill country during the Late Bronze 

Age to Iron I period (ca. 1300-1000 BCE) and by concentrating on evidence for 

pilgrimage to the central hill country when it was virtually abandoned of settlements in 

the Late Bronze Age and within the central hill country once it became settled (ca. 1200 

BCE), an evaluation of the sociological implications of pilgrimage is possible that 

provides reflections on what the tribal and family institutions looked like prior to 

centralized control.  

Pilgrimage has been underexplored as a distinct area of inquiry used to interpret 

the social structure of early Israelite society. This dissertation argues that the textual and 

archaeological evidence indicates there was a network of sacred sites where people 

commemorated, implored, and sought succor for themselves and their loved ones. The 

basic motivation to petition the gods was shared by all people, regardless of identity or 

patron god, and that motivation was survival. Survival meant security against the vagaries 

of warfare and weather, and fecundity for the harvest, livestock, and people. This 

research discusses how survival also meant cross-clan cooperation in order to develop 

networks of protection against invaders and to share resources in a capricious 
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environment. Pilgrimage was a necessary process in facilitating exchanges of goods and 

services by bringing disparate groups together under a collective consciousness. 

Pilgrimage feasts and festivals are attested in biblical references, and open-air communal 

sites are evident in the archaeological record such as Mt. Ebal and the Bull Site among 

others that shall be discussed. The evidence suggests that processions and performances 

were an integral element of such events as indicated by the spatial organization of such 

sites that required the movement of people through gateways and processional paths. 

Such pageantry would have provided avenues for clans to demonstrate their individual 

worth through the display of wealth in the form of offerings and good health, as well as 

skilled handiwork and talents such as dancing or storytelling. Garnering political support 

required avenues for public appreciation and acceptance, and festal pilgrimage was one 

way in which power relations were negotiated.  

Biblical and archaeological evidence indicates that deities, including ancestors, 

were petitioned at household shrines (Judg 17:5, Micah’s family shrine), in gateways (the 

standing stone at Tel el-Far’ah N), at memorial public shrines (1 Sam 10: 2-3, Rachel’s 

Tomb and Deborah’s Tree), and at regional sites, often recognized biblically as bāmôt, 

which are shrines featuring an altar, a tree or pole representing the goddess Asherah, 

and/or a standing stone representing the main male god (LaRocca-Pitts 1994; Nakhai 

2001: 161-163; Zevit 2001: 262-265). Sacred public sites also included individual tree 

shrines, which are described in biblical narratives and appear as iconic representations 

throughout the Ancient Near East (Zevit 2001: 263-265). MMMacceÁbÙt, or standing stones, 

are also well known in the archaeological record throughout the Ancient Near East and 
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might be categorized as cultic or memorial in nature (Mettinger 1995: 32; Zevit 2001: 

256-260). People conducted sacred journeys to such sites and performed rituals and vows 

that required offerings, namely food such as grain and oil (e.g., 1 Sam 8:14; Deut 7: 13; 

11:14; 12:17). Shrines within villages and households also required offerings, as well as 

oil to light lamps in order to invoke protection for the family, particularly for those most 

vulnerable such as new mothers and young children (Willett 1999: 406).  

 

Methodology  

This research uses a functionalist approach in exploring the network of pilgrimage 

sites in the Iron I central highlands and how pilgrimage might have worked to maintain 

the economic and social structures within the society. Functionalists see society much 

like a biological system, each social facet working together to create a picture of the 

whole. Emile Durkheim (1995 [orig. 1912]) and Karl Marx (1977 [orig. 1844]) were 

pioneers of functionalist evolutionary models. Their work influenced archaeologists in 

explaining how the archaeological data, the materials, and their context, fit together to 

satisfy culturally defined needs of the people within a particular society or in society as a 

whole (Binford 1968). Such perspectives continue to influence archaeologists interested 

in explaining how religion and society are reflected in the archaeological record (e.g., 

Renfew 1985; Nakhai 2001; Levy 2006). Archaeologists interested in early Israel 

continue to employ functionalist methods in order to build a sociological picture of 

Israelite society that incorporates a wide range of ideological perspectives and practices, 

often described as popular or folk religion or Israelite religions (Zevit 2001; Dever 2005). 
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This research builds upon these works, as well as anthropological research into the nature 

and structure of pilgrimage, most prolifically discussed by Victor Turner. 

My research associates a functionalist approach with phenomenology, a method 

that focuses on the empirical evidence of how things, in this case ritual objects and space, 

worked pragmatically (Dever 2005: 9-12). Phenomenology is a descriptive analysis of 

objects and evaluates, for example, whether objects were portable or stationary, for 

public display or private use, used for burning, presentations, or libations. The goal is to 

describe the location, structure, and function of a particular piece of the archaeological 

record as evidence for pilgrimage. It is then necessary to evaluate how it relates to other 

sites and objects within the region or repertoire, and to finally integrate other evidence 

such as site location, settlements, ecology, evidence of class, etc. Because such a process 

often requires a clear context for the material, it is important to provide historical and 

social contexts whenever possible. When all parts relevant to the material remains of 

pilgrimage are present and contextualized within the social and economic milieu, a 

sociological interpretation of how pilgrimage functioned to support the social structure of 

early Israel is possible. 

Utilizing a functionalist/phenomenological method requires delineating the parts 

of pilgrimage, both ideological and physical, which is challenging. Pilgrimage is a 

complex social phenomenon that has many facets and varying scales. Pilgrimage scale is 

determined by the number of patrons who go to a site and how far they have traveled to 

arrive at a given site (Nolan and Nolan 1989: 21-28). The focus of a pilgrimage is 

generally termed a shrine, a place hallowed for its objects or associations. The size or 
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structure of a shrine may not be reflective of the scale of pilgrimage, because the focal 

point of veneration may be small for a large-scale pilgrimage, and vice versa. Although 

there has been a great deal of scholarship committed to understanding pilgrimage, 

particularly in anthropology and folklore studies, research tends to focus either on 

traditions of large-scale communal pilgrimage to ritual centers or on small-scale 

“popular” traditions, often reflecting individual and family petitions, rather than 

providing a more comprehensive overview. Such research, and the theories they 

produced, will be outlined below, which demonstrate pilgrimage as a complex social 

phenomenon.  

Underscoring the difficulty in delineating the manifestations of pilgrimage in the 

past is the fact that there is no specific word in the English language applicable to the 

small-scale pilgrimages. Societies that have developed complex pilgrimage cultures 

include visits to local sanctuaries, which might even include household shrines in certain 

contexts. Such visits do not connote the distance and difficultly reflected in traditional 

understandings of pilgrimage, such the Hajj to Mecca; however, these are considered 

pilgrimages by practitioners and anthropologists. For example, in Arabic, ziara means 

“visit” and is used to describe pilgrimages to local sanctuaries and the tombs of holy 

figures.  Ethnographers have demonstrated how prevalent and important such journeys 

are in contemporary culture (Gonen 1999 et al.; Bilu 2006; Marx 2006), particularly for 

women (Betteridge 1980, 1992; Sered 1992).  

Pilgrimage simply defined is a “journey to a sacred site for religious purposes,” 

and such a definition incorporates both the large and small traditions evident in any 
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geographical region. For the process of pilgrimage to be applied to the archaeological 

record, the physical manifestations of pilgrimage must be explored in terms of the 

departure (home), journey (routes), encounter (shrines), and return, usually with an 

elevated status or a memento of the journey for its atropaic or intercessory qualities 

(based on Osterrieth 1997). Ethnohistoric narratives and research provide a framework 

for exploring the physical evidence for pilgrimage in its different manifestations that are 

applicable to the Ancient Near East. Biblical narratives are included in this repertoire as 

an ethnohistoric source for evaluating early Israelite practices and beliefs. 

 

The Bible as Ethnohistory  

Dever (2001) outlines the history of biblical interpretation within archaeology and 

the problems inherent with interpreting biblical narratives as history or literature, without 

an appreciation of the cultural context of author, intended audience, and subject. He notes 

that exegetes have moved toward a sociological study of Israel’s history without the 

benefit of archaeology, our best source for a real “sociology of biblical Israel” (104). The 

archaeological evidence that provides a sociological understanding of life in the Iron I 

highlands is featured in this study and includes surveys, ecology, routes, settlements, and 

the excavated material for cult. Archaeologists, particularly American scholars, have used 

biblical narratives, ethnography, and ethnohistory within theoretical frameworks to 

provide models for specifically evaluating the archaeology of Iron I society (e.g. Stager 

1985; King and Stager 2001; Meyers 1997). 
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Scholars have long cautioned against the wholesale acceptance of historical 

biblical stories. The Documentary Hypothesis indicates that the biblical narratives 

evolved from separate oral traditions out of Judah and Israel (the J and E texts) that were 

not written down until the mid-ninth century BCE at the earliest. These stories were 

consolidated into the JE texts even later, after 721 BCE when Israel fell to the Assyrians 

(cf. Friedman 1987: 90-91).  Many narratives were redacted, even into the Hellenistic 

period. However, some parts of the Hebrew Bible can provide assumptions about the 

social structure of Israelite society dating to its highland beginnings. Exodus, Joshua, 

Judges, and Samuel, although imbued with unmistakable late monarchic perspectives, 

provide elements of ancient material including Song of Deborah (Judg 5) and Song of 

Sea (Exod 15) that have been dated to the late twelfth century or early eleventh century 

BCE (Cross 1973: 121-24). Narratives relating to vows, sacrifices, and petitions of thanks 

include the Song of Hannah (1 Sam 2:1-10; McCarter 1980: 74; Meyers 1995: 81) that 

may date to the tenth century BCE (Freeman 1978: 56-69), as might the Saul Cycle (1 

Sam 9:1-10:16; cf. van der Toorn 1996: 214). Other narratives that relate more 

specifically to kinship relations and social status are in the Pentateuch, such as the 

Covenant Code (Exod 20:22-23:19). Leviticus, despite its priestly bias, also contains 

ancient material, according to some archaeologists and biblical scholars (Meyers 1997: 4-

5; Levine 2002).  

While the historical accuracy of individuals and events is not considered fully 

reliable, many narratives describe a social structure that outlines the schema, or core 

belief, within biblical society. Schema emerge as social adaptations and may coincide 
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with biological and ecological factors. They are abstract entities and include culturally 

specific traits such as what is considered masculine and feminine, codes of honor, and 

how status is achieved (Rosenburg 1994). Once established, they are considered self-

evident within society and are rarely outlined or explored. Core societal beliefs show 

great resistance to change, even as a society evolves within new ecological, economic, 

and social spheres (for a history and analysis of cognitive anthropology, see d’Andrade 

1995; Renfrew and Zubrow 1994). In particular, this study explores the biblical 

descriptions of the gift-debt relationship between individuals, tribes, and to deities in the 

form of offerings. It also explores the possibility that offerings were redistributed at 

shrines’ sites. The gift-debt economic system may have been the primary method of 

commerce in the central hill country, at least in the early part of Iron I, as there is little 

archaeological evidence to suggest there was trade outside of the highlands. 

Using biblical narratives and ethnographic examples as analogies within the 

archaeological record is often controversial, as there is skepticism among scholars about 

its applicability. A. Faust (2007) documents his rationale for discussing the Israelite 

expansion with an analogy of how the Zulu tribe at the turn of the nineteenth century 

absorbed members and burgeoned from two thousand clansmen to tens of thousands in 

only a few years (Faust 2006: 175).  He defends the use of analogy, the Zulu as well as 

Inca and Greek examples, by indicating that analogy is not proof, it suggests possibility. 

The Zulu example provide nothing about David, although it does indicate “there is 

nothing impossible in the biblical story about him, regardless of the size of Jerusalem or 

the number of settlements” (Faust 2007: 7). Scholars seem to agree that analogies are 
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useful heuristically, but prove nothing but possibilities that must be demonstrated further 

on the basis of the various forms of available evidence (Joffe 2007: 17-18). Biblical 

narratives may be used as evidence to bolster certain perspectives about early Israelite 

life, and in my view, work in the same manner as ethnohistoric analogies. Although 

redacted, biblical narratives might reflect schema of an earlier time; however, they should 

be strengthened with other evidence, such as archaeology. 

 

Definitions 

These definitions will be explored and contextualized within the dissertation but 

they are outlined here for reference and clarity.  

 Pilgrimage is a religious journey best described in its physical stages: Departure 

(Home), Journey (Routes), Encounter (Shrines), and Return (Home), usually with an 

elevated status and/or with a memento of the journey. 

 Religion in Ancient Israel is “the verbal and non-verbal interactions with 

superhuman being(s)” (Penner 1989: 7) that are being commemorated, implored, 

appeased, or celebrated with the giving of offerings as a way for individuals and groups 

to negotiate their  “ultimate concerns,” which in Iron Age Israel involved survival: 

security, health, and fecundity (cf. Dever 2005: 2-5). 

 Cult refers to a system of religious practices and worship. In the primary sense 

this means the “care” (Latin cultus) and reverence afforded the objects of veneration, 

usually the gods or a revered person, through rituals often conducted at shrines. 

Archaeologists have used ritual and cult interchangeably (e.g., Renfrew 1985: 14). Due to 
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modern sensibilities that associate the term cult with non-orthodox religious groups, some 

scholars question the appropriate use of the term “cult” and find the term “ritual” to be 

less confusing, with the caveat that there might be social rituals that are not religious in 

nature (Levy 2006: 9). If one removes the contemporary association with cult in the 

context of fringe quasi-religious affiliations, which is not applicable to the archaeological 

past, the term cult and religious ritual are interchangeable concepts. One scholar defines 

cult in a way that synthesizes many of the definitions of ritual, cult and religion:   

The term cult identifies a pattern of ritual behavior in connection with specific 
objects, within a framework of spatial and temporal coordinates. Ritual behavior 
would include (but not necessarily be limited to) prayer, sacrifice, votive 
offerings, competitions, processions and construction of monuments. Some 
degree of recurrence in place and repetition over time of ritual action is necessary 
for cult to be enacted, to be practiced (Antonacci 1994: 398). 

 

A shrine is a place hallowed by a venerated object or associations. All religious 

sites and many secular sites that commemorate a particular event or person are shrines 

within this definition. An active shrine will show evidence of veneration by artifacts left 

as vows, offerings, or dedications, and/or there will be evidence of artifacts manufactured 

at the site to be taken home for their atropaic or intercessory qualities. Pilgrimage and 

shrine-scale are determined by the number of patrons and how far they have travelled, 

and not by the size of the object of veneration. 

Bāmâ is a type of shrine that is mentioned in the Bible one hundred times. The 

word is translated as “high place, or place of worship” (Koehler and Baumgartner 1994: 

136; Brown et al. 1979: 119). “High place” is somewhat of a misnomer as biblical 

descriptions show variations among different sites; such shrines could be in cities, in the 
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countryside, open-aired, or somehow enclosed. Salient symbols often included a 

maccēbâ, or a standing stone, which probably represented the main male deity, an altar, a 

tree or pole that represented Asherah, mother of the gods, or a combination of such 

features. Some had buildings for banquets or storage structures. Scholars have identified 

bāmôt in the archaeological record throughout the Iron Age (Nakhai 2001: 161-193; 

Fried 2002; Dever 2005: 92-95).  

 Marzēăx is a term that describes drinking guilds that are mentioned in texts 

spanning from ca. 2300 BCE to the Roman period, including evidence from Ugarit, Ebla, 

Emar, Phoenicia, Elephantine, Palmyra, Greece, and Rome (cf. Halpern 2009: 155 for 

bibliography). Many scholars recognize a marzēăx in Amos 6:7, Jeremiah 16:5, and 

possibly Isaiah 28:14-15, 18-21 (Halpern 1986). Feasts were held in honor of ancestors or 

deities, and some gatherings might be related to funerals or memorializing the ancestral 

dead (Lewis 1989).  

 Vows are promises of goods and services made to a deity in exchange for the 

granting of a wish or favor. Goods promised are in proportion to the concerns of the 

petitioner; thus, concerns of dire importance would require substantial gifts. Vows are 

attested biblically and are often made privately, with an offering or verbal promise, but 

often require public awareness once a wish has been fulfilled since substantial gifts 

would require family involvement and approval (Berlinerblau 1996; van der Toorn 1989). 

Vows are an important feature in contemporary ethnographic studies of pilgrimage 

(Betteridge 1980).   
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 Offerings and sacrifices are goods and services voluntarily given to a deity at a 

shrine as a means of securing favor. In Ancient Israel, the primary ritual was the offering 

of precious commodities, which in Iron I were food: grain, fruit, and livestock. Offerings 

were most effective if they were the product of the labor of the person making the 

offering (Nakhai 2001: 30; 2007: 517-518). 

 Dedicated or sanctified objects are defined here as both the goods left at sites, 

such as offerings, votives, or dedicated hoards, and those objects or sanctified goods that 

are taken away from a site for their atropaic or intercessory qualities. There is no 

consensus about what to call these objects, both those left and those taken away, although 

“votives,” “dedications” and “sanctified goods” are often used interchangeably (Osborne 

2004: 1). 

 

Dissertation Organization 

Chapter One evaluates anthropological theories of pilgrimage in order to establish 

a framework for evaluating evidence in the archaeological record for pilgrimage in the 

Iron I highlands. The aspects of pilgrimage that can be explored in the archaeological and 

textual record relating to Iron I highland life are outlined in Chapter Two. Chapter Three 

provides a historical framework about early Israelite society and discusses mortuary 

pilgrimage into the central highlands during the Late Bronze Age into the Iron I period. 

Chapter Four outlines the historical, ecological, and sociological milieu for the Iron I 

settlements in order to clarify the social and economic needs of the community, and how 

pilgrimage provided avenues to accommodate those needs. The textual and 
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archaeological evidence for pilgrimage is discussed in Chapter Five. Chapter Six 

discusses the textual and archaeological evidence for small-scale intercessory shrines and 

concludes with a discussion of the material and avenues for future exploration. 
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CHAPTER ONE  

PILGRIMAGE THEORIES  

Introduction  

This section outlines an overview of pilgrimage studies in anthropology and 

archaeology and provides a theoretical basis for pilgrimage while defining key concepts. 

Scales of pilgrimage will be addressed that have implications in the archaeological record 

for the Iron I hill country.  

 

Pilgrimage Studies in Anthropology 

 Early studies of pilgrimage used large-scale, macro theories that attempted to 

account for all human behavior. For example, proponents of functionalist theory, 

originally postulated by Durkheim (1995 [orig. 1912]), asserted that pilgrimage was the 

tool by which existing social orders maintain the status quo, unifying disparate economic 

and social classes within a collective group consciousness. Such collective consciousness 

was found regionally, as indicated by Marx’s (2006) work on Bedouins visiting the 

shrines of saints in the Sinai. Other studies indicate the nationalizing effects of pilgrimage 

as outlined by Bhardwaj (1973). In his comprehensive work on Hindu shrines, Bhardwaj 

found that the regional religious spaces that developed within the Hindu political and 

religious structure are suspended in favor of a pilgrimage culture that maintained ties to 

famous shrines eulogized in traditional Sanskrit literature (1973: 173). These connections 

to the past allow for an “Indianizing” effect on pilgrims as they “transcend the political 



25 
 

 

and cultural boundaries within India” (1973: 174). Although religious elites generally 

maintained these long-distance, pan-regional pilgrimages, regional pilgrims who were 

notably caste-oriented often connected their local traditions within the larger religious 

framework. According to Bhardwaj, pilgrimage was the vehicle by which the over-

arching “high tradition” of Hindu maintained a national identity for all Hindus (1973: 

225-228). 

Beginning in the 1960s, Victor Turner brought pilgrimage to the fore in 

anthropological inquiry through his many contributions (e.g., 1967; 1969; 1973; 1979). 

His work incorporated broad theories that suggested pilgrimage was a unifying force in 

society. However, rather than reinforcing the existing social order, pilgrims feel the need 

to remove themselves from the constraints of everyday life, a process defined as “anti-

structure.” Turner (1979) defines pilgrimage as a rite of passage, categorized into three 

stages: first, the social and physical separation from community; second, the “liminal” 

state where the pilgrim is removed from the constraints and obligations of everyday life 

and bonded to a feeling of brotherhood with other pilgrims, called communitas; and 

finally, the return, usually with an elevated status. It is within communitas that existing 

social orders are questioned and new orders established; thus, pilgrimage is the arena 

where history is created, rather than being the by-product of history (Turner 1974: 202; 

Turner and Turner 1978).  

The Turnerian return model of pilgrimage physically and metaphorically requires 

travel to the periphery and a return to the home, or as one scholar notes, from “core to 

chaos and back”–that is, from the center of the social order to its unknown frontier (Bilu 
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1999: 17). However, the religious historian M. Eliade (1971) interprets the destinations of 

large-scale pilgrimage as the metaphorical and physical centers of the world, and people 

orient themselves accordingly. This concentric model leads travelers to the place where 

holiness is best expressed, as these are (or become) the center of the world. In this 

perspective, contemporary ritual centers such as Jerusalem and Mecca are the core, and 

home is the periphery. 

 

Pilgrimage as Contested Space 

 Turner’s work inspired many anthropologists to look for communitas within 

different pilgrimage practices; however, some scholars found that pilgrimage serves more 

to reinforce the identity of small, competing group polities, rather than bring these groups 

together. Pilgrimage served to “underline and reaffirm group differences” (Pfaffenberger 

1979). Eade and Sallnow (1991) maintain that pilgrimage is an arena for the expression 

of competing religious and secular discourses. Their theory, called “contestation,” has 

continued to influence scholarship (Coleman 2002). Competition between the secular and 

sacred is often discussed as between that of tourist and petitioner (Turner and Turner 

1978: 20); however, the economic component inherent in pilgrimage applies to anyone 

who might visit the shrine. The ideological and commercial reality of pilgrimage culture 

is often seen in isolation to one another, when in fact the economics of shrines are 

increasingly understood to be an integral part of pilgrimage. One scholar mentions the 

economic dimension as one of the key methodological issues, noting that:  

Virtually every pilgrimage is associated with a field of economic exchange, as in 
fairs, carnivals, and permanent or temporary marketplaces. Materials are 
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redistributed as pilgrims enter sacred centers, then disperse. A relationship of debt 
between deity and pilgrim, institution and begging, and the temporary 
incorporation of peripheral tribal peoples in the process of exchange are examples 
of secondary (in some instances primary) motives for pilgrimage behavior 
(Preston 1992: 43).   

 

A great deal of scholarship has addressed the sacred/profane dichotomy of pilgrimage 

that is reflected in the blurry line between pilgrim and tourist in contemporary culture. As 

Victor and Edith Turner pointed out, a “tourist is half a pilgrim, if a pilgrim is half a 

tourist” (1978: 20). The scholarship that followed (e.g., Eade and Sallnow 1991 et al.; 

Morinis 1992 et al.; cf. Coleman 2002 for recent review) discusses the actions of pilgrims 

as often indistinguishable from tourists, regardless of motivation. What is lacking is a 

greater economic understanding of the exchange of goods and services that takes place at 

pilgrimage sites. Some studies recognize the “carnivalistic” experience at some 

pilgrimage sites, particularly in regards to feast days and festivals held annually at certain 

shrines that include food, games, and commerce, as well as ritual activity (Gonen 1999 et 

al.). A World Archaeology volume on Dedications (2004) outlines some of the difficulties 

archaeologists face in identifying assemblages dedicated to pilgrimage festival sites, 

particularly in urban settings, as a pilgrimage feast will mirror domestic use (Osbourne 

2004: 10).  

 

Pilgrimage and Shrine Scale 

Proponents of large-scale anthropological theories for understanding pilgrimage 

limit the scope of inquiry to the historical arena of modern world religions. According to 

Turner, pilgrimage as a social category does not exist prior to the historical genesis of 
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world religions as institutions. Although pilgrimages existed in the past, they were 

products of “earlier religions, which, although more tribal in theological scope and 

territorial range, did not yet possess the strain toward universality” (1978: 17). He and 

others deduce that popular pilgrimage culture, meaning the genesis of individual, local, 

and regional shrines, evolved from the larger religious institution. Under the aegis of 

these macrotheories, pilgrimage sites that are outside of official religious or civic control, 

such as memorial shrines and large-scale secular shrines such as national monuments, do 

not fit within the traditional pilgrimage model.  

 The criteria for small-scale shrines to become the focus of a major pilgrimage 

destination involve garnering a wider group of patrons, both in terms of numbers and 

how far they are willing to travel. A univocal shrine, meaning a shrine with one message 

specific to one group, such as a memorial shrine erected in honor of an individual, may 

survive as a part of a collective phenomenon, but it will not evolve into a major 

pilgrimage destination unless it can appeal to a broad audience. Eade and Sallnow 

maintain that, for a shrine to endure, it must appeal to a wide variety of people for myriad 

reasons. In this perspective, the key to a shrine’s evolution from a minor to a major 

pilgrimage destination is its ability to absorb varieties of interpretations: 

The power of a shrine…derives in large part from its character almost as a 
religious void, a ritual space capable of accommodating diverse meanings and 
practices—although, of course, the shrine staff might attempt, with varying 
degrees of success, to impose a single, official discourse (1991: 15). 

 

The success of a shrine as a pilgrimage destination requires the bringing together of 

different groups of people who may have different motivations for attending the shrine, 
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and this in turn creates an arena of potential conflict. While many scholars see this 

conflict in ideological terms, there is an economic component to pilgrimage, even at the 

smallest scale of a shrine, where votives and offerings are left and exchanged at a shrine 

site. The leaving and exchanging of goods and services at a shrine might create 

community if the main messages and symbols brought to the site are collectively shared 

or appreciated. However, if groups come to a shrine and bring with them symbols that 

demonstrate differences of status or opinion or affiliation, conflict may result. All manner 

of people who go to a shrine are patrons of the shrine, and these people might be 

pilgrims, attendants, and those passing by who are motivated by any number of 

ideological, spiritual, or economic reasons. Collectively, their experiences at a shrine 

work together in shaping the history, symbols, and structure of the site by what they 

leave, take away, or tell about the site.  

 

Domestic-Oriented Piety at Major and Minor Shrines 

Complex, large-scale pilgrimage does not exclude supplications for individuals, 

their family, and friends. Although the complex motivations of patrons at a major site 

will be multifaceted, the basic motivation of all successful pilgrimages is related to 

domestic-oriented piety, which are those petitions made by individuals for themselves 

and their immediate family and friends (Sered 1992: 22). People may have a universal 

need to commemorate, implore, and seek succor. This is the lowest common denominator 

of any pilgrimage, from the smallest to largest. Even if a shrine is created by the 

hegemony, it will not continue to exist if it does not appeal to the population as a place to 



30 
 

 

seek intercession on a personal level. Contemporary studies show that many who arrive at 

shrines, even as non-believing patrons, take the opportunity to leave an offering. Yet, 

even at an institutionally sanctioned pilgrimage, where elements of communitas bring 

disparate groups together, patrons will take the opportunity to petition on behalf of 

themselves and family. This might require the leaving of votives or services emblematic 

of themselves or their community; thus, individual religious expression continues to be 

reflected within the material assemblages at large-scale shrines as well. 

Turner’s work has long recognized the importance of pilgrimage as a way of 

confronting the unknown (1973: 213-214). One rationale that explains the exchange of 

goods at pilgrimage sites is the process by which pilgrims infuse the unknown and 

potentially threatening symbols (as would be issues surrounding death, for example) with 

the familiar, and bring some of the efficacy and sacredness of the site back to the home 

(Pechilis 2006: 66). In this way, both widely recognized symbols, as well as highly 

personalized idiosyncratic messages, might be left at sites. Hence, there is a 

domestication of the site with the familiar and the creation of sacred space in the home by 

the pilgrim. This is expressed in the material culture as:   

 The inclusion of home in the pilgrimage experience is…through actions such as 
leaving objects (the “junk” that increases the density of associative meaning and 
testimony to efficacy) at the pilgrimage site to populate it when the pilgrims 
return home, by taking home objects from the site, and by the transformation of 
home by wearing of special pilgrim clothes or painting or murals about the 
pilgrimage. The efficacy of a pilgrimage site is linked to all such testimony by its 
visitors (ibid.).  

 
The leaving and taking of artifacts, even at the smallest scale shrine, creates an economic 

component to pilgrimage. At the smallest scale shrine, this may have no political 



31 
 

 

ramifications. Exchanges within one family or ethnic group would not create conflict 

among themselves, although the shrine itself is situated within a larger cultural context 

that might find conflict with the site, for example, a memorial placed on someone’s land. 

Should a shrine evolve to garner patrons beyond the immediate family/clan, conflicts will 

inevitably arise, although some scholars indicate that the occurrence of discord at 

pilgrimage sites does not require a resolution (Pechilis 1992: 65, 71-73). While sites 

might survive the negotiations of different perspectives that come together, these 

perspectives will change the structure and symbols of a site over time. The survival of a 

shrine is only one key in understanding how pilgrimage is manifested in the material 

world; how sites change is also important but not often documented in anthropological 

research due to the limitation of anthropologists to do research over time. Archaeology 

can provide temporal depth in the evolution of shrine sites. 

 

The Commodization of a Shrine 

Historically, major shrines often manufacture and sell mementos on-site, and it is 

at this point in a shrine’s evolution that the shrine might be materially manifested as a 

commodity. The commodization of a shrine means that it is now a recognizable cult, 

either its own unique “brand” of cult or incorporated into an already established cult. 

Such a process does not always have clear boundaries. For example, the “cult of the 

saints” is an established and supported phenomenon in Catholic and Middle Eastern 

societies. It is part of the larger cult, and yet individual shrine sites can garner patrons that 
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may eclipse the support, or at least threaten the authority, of established cults. Examples 

abound in ethnographic and folklore studies (e.g., Gonen 1999 et al.; Sered 1995). 

Although artifacts are left and taken at small-scale shrines, the manufacture of 

mementos at a site indicates some degree of oversight, a shrine staff, or some controlling 

agent that dictates what symbols reflect the message of the shrine. This may or may not 

be associated with a shrine’s original manifestation. Tangible mementos further a shrine’s 

popularity, and these messages are taken back to the home (Mack 1999: 2). The success 

of a shrine has economic and ideological consequences that are rarely met with 

indifference. If a shrine is in conflict with competing political or religious perspectives, 

condemnation and polemics often try to undermine a shrine’s popularity. However, if 

condemnation does not work, often the established elite will embrace the shrine and 

incorporate it into a recognizable image of official legitimacy. Alternatively, the shrine 

might organically evolve to adopt the symbols and structures of the most widely accepted 

legitimate places of worship. Either way, the most recognizable manifestation of a 

successful shrine will associate it within the wider cult; thus, the popular manifestations 

of the shrine will be lost historically and archaeologically. 

 Examples abound of Marian shrines, where the historical woman or native 

goddess being sanctified by the population is not virginal or particularly maternal, but 

over time she evolves to become a hypostatic image of the Virgin Mary. Our Lady of 

Guadalupe is recognized by many as a hypostasis of Aztec goddesses (Brading 2001). 

Sered (1999) describes how people in Israel petition at the tombs of two historic women, 

Rachel Blubstein and Rachel the wife of Rabbi Akiva, and that their tombs and iconic 
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symbols  represent different versions of Rachel the Matriarch’s shrine. Rachel Blubstein 

was a celebrated Israeli poet who died of tuberculosis in 1931. Rabbi Akiva was a first 

century scholar and sage who was particularly revered in the Middle Ages. His wife, 

Rachel, is celebrated at a tomb previously associated with a Muslim holy figure, Lady 

Sukeine. The site, abandoned after the 1948 war, was reopened by a local rabbi in 1995 

as Akiva’s wife Rachel’s tomb. The identification was created through a vague reference 

by a sixteenth century pilgrim and through an unsubstantiated story of a man who vowed 

to fix the tomb if his daughter would find a good match, which she miraculously did 

(Gonen 1999: 75-85). The economic and ideological impetus for the creation of the tomb 

is evident (ibid., 80-81).  The manifestations of such shrines may not be unusual, 

particularly in regions where there is a high level of competition among shrines that 

represent ideological and geographical territory. Such competition is reflected in the 

current situation between Muslims and Jews in the Middle East. Anyone familiar with the 

contemporary conflict in modern Israel will understand how powerful symbolic saints’ 

shrines are because issues concerning their care and control have spawned repeated 

violence.  

 

Conclusion: Theoretical Implications 

 Anthropological investigations demonstrate that pilgrimage is a complex social 

phenomenon with many facets that may contradict one another, although such 

contradictions may not need a resolution. Pilgrimage might demonstrate elements of 

communitas and contested space, sacred and secular economic exchanges, and myriad 
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sociological implications. There may not be one pilgrimage site in any given society, but 

many.   

 One key to understanding pilgrimage, past and present, is an appreciation of 

pilgrimage and shrine scale. All of the shrines within a specific region, or what Bhardwaj 

(1973) refers to as a “shrine network,” need to be explored in their entirety, meaning the 

small-scale local shrines created and maintained by individuals and families, to the large-

scale institutionally or community sanctioned and controlled shrines within one bounded 

area or population. Bhardwaj’s model involved all of the shrines within one religious 

group; however, all shrines within one geographical territory should be considered as 

there may be shrines that transect different religious affiliations. How such a network of 

shrines is linked together through economic, psychological and sociological motivations 

has not been extensively explored in anthropological studies. In part, the potential 

connection between different scales of shrines has not been explored due to a theoretical 

dichotomy between the large-scale institutional pilgrimages and the small-scale 

idiosyncratic pilgrimages, often defined as evidence of “popular” religion. Another 

important consideration is that ethnographers are not generally privy to all aspects of 

people’s religious lives, regardless of how well known they are to the people that they are 

studying.  

Investigating household shrines, for example, is an underexplored area of 

scholarship as it is difficult to gain access to people’s intimate space. Ephemeral public 

memorials are also difficult to study. Archaeologists have the potential to evaluate all 

shrines within a network, from the household to the cities and in between, as the material 
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remains of a society indiscriminately leave its mark. Collaboratively, ethnography, 

archaeology, and textual evidence can illuminate the network of shrines in the Iron I 

highlands and provide information about how these networks are inter-related through 

pilgrimage. 
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CHAPTER TWO  

COMPONENTS OF PILGRIMAGE  

 

Pilgrimage in Archaeological Analysis 

Pilgrimage as a distinct category in archaeology is underexplored. Archaeologists 

dealing with sites of known religious orientation acknowledge the importance of 

pilgrimage in regards to a particular site’s development. Such work, however, remains 

descriptive rather than analytical. Examples of historical overviews of the archaeological 

and architecture of pilgrimage sites in the Near East include San Simeon in Syria 

(Braunfels 1972: 15-18; Burns 1997: 215-218), and St. Catherine’s Monastery in the 

Sinai (Finkelstein 1981; 1985). Archaeologists specifically addressed the role of 

pilgrimage in site formation and trade in an article in a 1994 issue of the journal World 

Archaeology entitled “Archaeology of Pilgrimage” (vol. 26, no. 1). Each article 

establishes that understanding pilgrimage as a social process is a timely and important 

pursuit in archaeology; however, these articles also maintain that pilgrimage is nearly 

impossible to discern archaeologically, even where pilgrimage can be attested to 

historically. One contributor in the volume concludes that: 

The difficulties of identifying archaeological evidence which is unambiguously 
attributed to pilgrimage are all too apparent. As always, archaeologists are dealing 
with the props of the play, rather than the play itself. To go some way towards 
redressing the balance we must consider the assemblage of pilgrimage in its 
entirety, with routes, buildings, monuments, landscapes, and artifacts all relevant 
to the theme (Stopford 1994: 69).  
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The call for greater analysis of pilgrimage in the past has not been answered in 

archaeology, no doubt due to the lack of a clear theoretical framework for pilgrimage that 

is applicable to the archaeology of the past. Pilgrimage routes are trade routes, and 

shrines cater to penitents and peddlers alike. Finding unambiguous evidence may not be 

entirely possible, but certain criteria might apply in order to delineate pilgrimage in the 

past.  

 T. Levy (2006) recently employed pilgrimage theories in his analysis of a 

Chalcolithic cult site in the Negev. He documents the importance of performance in his 

conclusion that the religious nature of the site was the impetus for its foundation and 

continual expansion. He highlights Gilat as a “ritual center” based on its evolution from a 

small mortuary shrine, one like many others in the region, to a settlement with courtyards 

interpreted as processional areas with pits filled with cultic debris. Ritual centers have the 

primary function of being ceremonial sites, and their appeal may transcend conflicting 

political and economic influences in the region because “their ceremonial nature is seen 

as necessary for the well being of the larger social system embedded in the ritual 

network” (Levy 2006: 21). Although administrative centers and domestic settlements 

might follow the establishment of a ritual center, such a site exists even in its earliest 

manifestation as a pilgrimage destination for distant groups to converge for ceremonies 

and rituals. Examples of such sites exist in the Iron I central highlands and will be 

discussed below. 
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Defining Pilgrimage 

 For a definition of pilgrimage that is useful archaeologically, the possible 

motivations of pilgrims must be discerned from the material culture. One definition 

describes pilgrimage as a psychological journey often discussed in its physical stages:  

Departure, Journey, Encounter, and Return (Osterrieth 1997: 32-34). It is these physical 

stages that are of interest to archaeologists, since physical evidence might be seen and 

interpreted. For example, Departure and Return would be associated with the domicile, 

Journey the routes taken, and Encounter the shrine itself. However, even within these 

physical descriptions of pilgrimage, there are variables. Take, for example, the migration 

to Israel for many Jews. Called the Aliyah, it is referred to as a pilgrimage (Sered 1992: 

19, Safrai et al. 2007: 154), but requires no physical return. In Turner’s analysis, pilgrims 

return with an elevated status, which might be recognized archaeologically in the material 

culture of the domicile and changes over time. These might include change in 

architecture, artifacts demonstrating a more elite status, or artifacts directly relating to the 

pilgrimage. A working definition of pilgrimage most applicable to archaeological 

research builds upon Osterreith’s definition:  

Pilgrimage is a psychological endeavor manifested in the physical remains of its 
Journey and the artifacts and architecture of its Encounter. A Return from 
pilgrimage may include an elevation in status, manifested in domestic changes in 
the time between the Departure and Return or evidence of the pilgrimage in terms 
of a token from the site, a memento either taken, exchanged or manufactured at 
the site that the pilgrims keeps for its atropaic, intercessory or nostalgic qualities. 
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Components of Pilgrimage  

 For an understanding of pilgrimage in the archaeological record, all physical 

components of pilgrimage need to be explored and evaluated: the home, the journey 

(route), and the site of veneration (shrine). Archaeologists need to look at the components 

that illustrate shrine scale in terms of distance traveled and the number and types of 

people and groups represented. The economic exchanges at shrines should be evaluated, 

along with what kind of activities occurred at sites. One way in which pilgrimages are 

discernible in the archaeological record is when it is clear that repeated journeys were 

made along difficult routes to sites that have no known value for subsistence or security.  

 

Departure and Return: Home as Religious Center 

 One important consideration in evaluating pilgrimage in the Iron I highlands is 

that family-oriented practices predominate because the family/home was the primary core 

of religious life. This has been demonstrated most effectively in evaluating the 

continuous influence of the tribes under monarchical control in Iron II. There were “two 

foci of identity”: one official and one family-based and “both strata always stand in 

historically changing relationships” (Albertz 1994: 19). Schloen (2001) discusses 

evidence from the Samaria Ostraca archive from the eighth century BCE to demonstrate 

how tribute to the king was filtered first through tribal networks of patronage. Such 

evidence from Iron II serves to reinforce the power and centrality of the family in Iron I 

when there were no clear forces competing with the centrality of family-based practices.  
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 Although family-oriented practices dominated the religious life of the early 

Israelites, this does not mean that religious life only focused on the household. This 

research suggests that the central hills themselves may have been a cosmic refuge for 

many indigenous tribes, and repeated mortuary pilgrimages to bury ancestors in tombs 

throughout the hill country were century-old practices that may have fostered settlement 

of the hill country. Those tribes that did settle in the hill country all still celebrated their 

family gods and ancestors, and all had equal influence toward the overarching “high 

gods.”  Security and subsistence needs may have encouraged tribes to worship such gods 

together. Communal pilgrimage festivals may have evolved to eventually compete with 

family-oriented practices.  

 

Shrines: Defining the Encounter 

Shrine is a term that is used here to describe the encounter of pilgrimage. In the 

broadest sense: a shrine is a place hallowed by a venerated object or associations. All 

religious sites and many secular sites that commemorate a particular event or person are 

shrines within this definition. Inherent in a shrine is something sacred, as the verb to 

enshrine means “to make holy.”   

 

Shrine Size and Scale 

 What constitutes major and minor shrine sites ethnographically is not the size of 

the shrine structure, but the number of people who visit it. Nolan and Nolan’s (1989: 21-

24) analysis of pilgrimage sites throughout Europe measures a shrine’s importance based 
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on the size of the catchment basin, meaning the distance people have traveled to get 

there, and the number of people or visitations. A shrine’s importance could be 

determined, archaeologically, by structural changes over time. Associated architecture 

would need to be analyzed for those changes over time as well. The focal point of 

veneration at a shrine site might not change drastically, but architecture involving the 

feeding or housing of more and varied pilgrims, for example, might be evident. 

 Archaeologists have excavated known pilgrimage destinations and documented 

their structural evolution. San Simian in northern Syria is one such excavation (Braunfels 

1972), as is St. Catherine’s monastery (Finkelstein 1985). In both cases, textual evidence 

corroborates the archaeological evidence, indicating that, as a shrine gains more pilgrims, 

the site gets larger to accommodate more pilgrims. In the case of San Simian, the actual 

focus of veneration, the pillar on which Saint Simian sat for thirty-seven years became 

smaller as pilgrims whittled away mementos of their journey. However, around the pillar 

grew four cathedrals and a burgeoning Byzantine city. 

 

Memorial Shrines  

 The relationship of memorial shrines to religion, or even sacredness, is complex. 

Recent scholarship discussed destinations such as the Vietnam Memorial as being 

examples of national memorial pilgrimages (Bodner 1992). National memorials may be 

interpreted by some people as places that are “hallowed by their objects or associations.” 

While not all memorial shrines will ever evolve to become something more than they 

were at creation, memorial shrines do have the potential to become theologized. This 
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would also be true in ancient Israel. T. Mettinger investigates standing stones in the 

Ancient Near East and indicates that a memorial function of a standing stone “may easily 

develop into a cultic one” (1995: 32), although how this process might occur is not 

discussed. This study explores further the veneration afforded the dead in Israelite society 

and how such veneration at individual memorials may have evolved to garner patrons and 

wider public appeal. 

 

Ceremonial Shrines 

 The sacrificial system in ancient Israel has been the focus of much scholarly 

interest, beginning in the last century with the works of Sir Edward Tylor, Sir James 

Frazer, and W. Robertson Smith, who stands out for his interest in Israelite ritual in 

particular. Many scholars are interested in the essence of sacrifice, whether goods were 

communions, atonements, or gifts and how they compared to other religions. Recent 

works synthesize the history of the study of sacrifice (Nakhai 2001: 19-38; Meyers 1995: 

78-79), and illustrate important sociological implications of sacrifice in ancient Israel. 

 Many sociological interpretations of sacrifice in ancient Israel feature offerings to 

the gods as part of the gift-debt relationship that was integral to the society at large 

(Stansell 1999). Food was the most precious commodity in Iron I highlands, and 

providing the gods with the best food was symbolic, as ultimately the petitioners wanted 

food in return. Such an exchange may have happened in a metaphysical sense with the 

ongoing hope for the essentials of life: harvests, rain, and security. However, this may 

have happened in a very practical and immediate way, with myriad people coming 
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together, sharing their largesse, and returning home with commodities and goods that 

they required. 

 Giving gifts to the gods required getting their attention. This required music, 

dance, processions to display the food, and the burning of meat and incense as a way of 

getting the gods’ attention and even feeding them (Levine 2002). The burning of 

sacrificial offerings may have been a later tradition, possibly borrowed from the Syrians 

(Levine 2002: 134); however, presentation of food was an ancient custom and is well 

attested on Egyptian tomb reliefs and glyphic art (e.g. Keel and Uehlinger 1998: 63). 

Libations of liquid, oil, or blood from the sacrifices were probably part of the Iron I 

highland traditions, which is demonstrated by a drain for liquids that was found on the 

floor of cult room at ‘Ai (Zevit 2001: 154-156).  

 The pageantry that the Bible suggests took place at festivals has garnered interest 

among archaeologists (Burgh 2006). Dancing and music are mentioned biblically as part 

of victory celebrations, and were done mainly by women, as attested by Miriam singing 

(Exodus 14:20), Jephthah’s daughter dancing (Judg 11:34), and women approaching 

David after he defeated Goliath (1 Sam 18: 6; 1 Sam 21:12; 29:5) (cf. Meyers 1991; 

Ackerman 2006: 192-195). It is likely that the girls dancing at Shiloh (Judg 21:21) were 

conducting a ritual dance that was a typical feature of regular religious festivals (King 

and Stager 2001: 299). 

A “hopping or limping” dance was known to biblical writers, and mentioned in 

narratives on several occasions when priests were trying to get a god’s attention. For 

example, the prophets of Baal performed a special dance about the altar that they had 
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erected (I Kgs 19: 26). David, while wearing priestly garb, danced before the Ark of the 

Covenant as it was being brought into Jerusalem:  

David danced before Yahweh with all his might; David was girded with a linen 
ephod. So David and all the house of Israel brought up the Ark and Yahweh with 
shouting, and the sound of the (ram’s) horn. As the Ark of Yahweh came into the 
city of David, Michal daughter of Saul looked out of the window, and saw King 
David leaping and dancing before Yahweh (2 Sam 6:14-16). 

 

It appears that men and women danced ritually at festivals before their gods, both to get 

their attention and to show praise. After Aaron fashioned the “golden calf,” the Israelites 

(presumably men and women) celebrated with dancing and revelry (Exod 31: 19).   

Glyphic art has been found in the archaeological record throughout the southern 

Levant that depicts groups of people dancing. Such artwork is most often found on bullae 

or cylinder seals (Mazar 2003: 126-127). One from Tel Halif that may date to the Late 

Bronze Age depicts four figures with horns or helmets dancing around a sacred tree 

(Figure 2). The gender of the dancers is ambiguous, but one figure clearly has a bangle 

around the ankle, which may indicate that these are female dancers. Isaiah 3:16 describes 

the women of Zion with “mincing steps, and ornaments jingling on their ankles” and later 

mentions women with “headdresses and ankle chains” (Isa 3:20).  

The archaeological record indicates several sites in the central highlands during 

the Iron I period that demonstrate evidence of pageantry and feasting. Scholars have 

looked to Shiloh for evidence of a central shrine in the hill country, a prerequisite for 

some scholars to support the consolidation of the tribes into a political body (Noth 1960: 

93; Finkelstein et al. 1993: 385). Shiloh may have been a central sanctuary, but there  
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FIGURE 2:  Dancers Around a Sacred Tree. 

 

 

 

 

______________________________________________________________________ 
This picture comes from a Late Bronze Age seal found at Tel Halif. It depicts four figures 
of unknown gender, with horned headdresses. One figure has a band on the ankle. They 
are parading or dancing around a tree. This figure comes from Mazar 2003: 127, and the 
drawing is by S. Holbreich after Seger 1992: 122. Figure 3. 
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were others, which include Mt. Ebal, the Bull Site, Bedhat esh-Sha’ab, and more. These 

will be discussed below as likely destinations for festal pilgrimage. 

 

 The Motivations of Pilgrimage: Religion as the Ultimate Concern 

The historical manifestations of pilgrimage will vary in style and content; 

however, most people require avenues to commemorate, implore, or seek succor in ways 

that reflect the ultimate concerns for themselves and their society. The beliefs and 

practices that underscore “the verbal and non-verbal structure of interaction with 

superhuman being(s)” (Penner 1987: 7-8) provide a simple definition of religion, but as 

Dever also points out, what is the purpose of those rituals? A society’s “ultimate 

concern” is what drives religion (2005: 2-5). While some concerns will be culturally 

specific, basic survival will cross-cut almost any culture. Ultimate concerns might be 

ranked in terms of those issues that require a collective response and those concerns that 

are specific to individuals and families. How individuals and groups collaborate and 

delineate their roles in meeting those needs is an important consideration, as is the 

ranking of deities that might be equipped to deal with certain problems over others. 

The main categories of survival in early Israel, as with any ancient agrarian 

society, involved security, health, and fecundity: for crops, livestock, and people. It is 

possible to categorize these concerns based on whether human agency could control all or 

part of the outcome and how many people shared the concern. Health concerns might 

require family involvement, but unless there was a community-wide pestilence, health 

issues would not require a collective response. Pregnancy was primarily a women’s 
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concern, as more children could be obtained within the family through second wives and 

slaves. Women’s social status and security was dependent upon children (King and 

Stager 2001: 50). Being barren was a grave and desperate issue, as demonstrated by 

Hannah’s vow and sacrifice (1 Sam 1), as well as Naomi’s lament (Ruth 1: 11-13). Issues 

concerning warfare and rain were out of the control of individuals, and would have 

required a collective response to the main gods who were in control of such events. 

Agricultural and fertility deities played an important and overarching role in such 

societies. Living in an environment plagued with pestilence, disease, and warfare 

(Meyers 1978), there was a collective need for supplications, as well as feasts of 

thanksgiving when things went well. The proper honor and disposal of the dead was 

another grave concern, one that involved individual needs and the collective response to 

death.  

 

Power Relationships 

Exploring pilgrimage within the Iron I highland setting requires demarcating 

power relations, as it is through power relations that some of the symbolism and structure 

of pilgrimage destinations and motivations can be explored. There are three tiers of 

power relevant to society in Iron I Israel. One is the power relations between Israelites 

and competing ethnic groups. The small hill country settlements were isolated from the 

Egypto-Canaanite, Philistine, and Phoenician networks of settlements and trade that 

evolved out of the Late Bronze Age urban culture along the coast, central plains, and 

Galilee. Hill country settlements were founded in the fringes of the continuing urban 
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system as a calculated strategy for security reasons, although ideological reasons may 

have brought many settlers into the region. Mortuary pilgrimage to the hill country 

throughout the Late Bronze Age and into the Iron I period will be discussed below. This 

research does not dwell on the intra-ethnic aspect of power relations between early 

Israelites and the ethnic groups living in the lowlands, although the early Israelites were 

poorer materially and inferior militarily during the Iron I period. Their inferior status 

economically and politically is not revelatory, as biblical narratives indicate that Israelites 

saw themselves as inferior. Philistines had swords (1 Sam 31:3) and infantry, calvary and 

chariots (1 Sam 13: 2; 2 Sam 1:6) while the Israelites were on foot with only bows, 

arrows and sling shots (1 Sam 13: 22). Although the biblical details cannot all be 

corroborated in the archaeological record, Bloch-Smith (2003: 415-420) documents the 

Philistine power against the Israelite forces through glyphic art, the evidence for 

smithing, and the complexity of the Philistine cities compared to the villages in the 

highlands. She suggests that the biblical stories reflect real conflicts between the 

Philistines and Israelites during the Iron I period.  

  The second tier of power relations evident in Iron I hill country society is among 

the clans that lived together in the hill country territories in isolation from the continuing 

Egypto-Canaanite urban culture found along the coast and valleys at sites such as 

Megiddo, Shechem and Beth Shean. The ecology of the central hill country was difficult, 

and diverse subsistence strategies were necessary in order to survive off the land. 

Resources would be guarded in order for immediate families and kin to survive year to 

year. At the same time, intra-tribal solidarity was necessary for security from outside 
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ethnic groups, as well as security against the vagaries of a harsh environment. This 

research suggests that regional pilgrimages and festivals provided a consensual arena for 

the confederation of tribes, of which Israel was but one, to negotiate social boundaries 

and receive necessary subsistence support. Regional pilgrimage functioned to bring tribes 

together and ameliorate social differences and economic hardships, and even to provide 

avenues for celebrating a shared kinship. 

Pilgrimage also simultaneously provided avenues for tribes to renegotiate status. 

One of the suppositions of this study is that divine favor was recognized in the blessings 

of good fortune that were manifested in material wealth, health, and harmony within a 

tribe among leaders and subordinates. Pilgrimage provided the means for those tribes 

enjoying good fortune to flaunt their wealth and success, while forcing others to 

acknowledge their material failings that might connote moral or ideological imbalances. 

Public scrutiny at regional pilgrimages provided avenues for tribes to realign social 

orders to the benefit of some and detriment to others, thus allowing some groups to gain 

members either as client-patron relations or through alliances.  

Another element of pilgrimage and power relations among tribes was the location 

of shrines and festival sites themselves. Pilgrimage sites located on tribal territory would 

provide status to a tribe. While regional pilgrimage sites may have been selected or 

evolved outside of tribal territories in order to create a consensual arena for worship and 

cross-clan celebrations, small-scale shrines created inside clan territories could be an 

asset or a liability. The spontaneous creation of some shrines, such as standing stones or 

tree shrines, may not have warranted much consideration among distant tribes; however, 
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should shrines garner patrons and wider public appeal, such public shrines could become 

pilgrimage destinations for members outside of the immediate kin-groups. Such a 

development would have provided status and economic opportunities to the tribe where 

such a shrine was located.  Conversely, the evolution of a small-scale shrine might also 

be a political and ideological liability. Intra-tribal and external perspectives might find a 

shrine enticing and want to co-opt and control its symbols and resources; others might 

find it threatening and want it destroyed. 

The third tier of power relations is within the individual highland clans. Shrines 

found within the households suggest that all members of the early Israelite family could 

access the extended family shrine. Patrons could include those with the least influence, 

such as co-wives, slaves, and servants. It is possible that the re-distribution of food by the 

family leaders was a necessary and accepted practice, ritualized by family meals and 

clan-wide festivals. Gift-debt relationships and the expectation of hospitality were also 

important tools in evaluating status and forming alliances. Access to those in authority 

was based on social rank and intercession petitioned by influential dependents, such as 

wives and children, to those in authority, namely the matriarch and patriarch. Such 

practices also translate into the divine realm. Mothers (both living and divine), servants, 

wives, and ancestors were favored intercessories for people seeking to gain the favor of 

someone in authority (e.g. Parker 2006).  
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Ambiguous Symbolism 

Ambiguity provides a shrine with the ability to absorb a variety of interpretations, 

thus inspiring more patrons to visit the shrine for a variety of reasons. Ambiguous small-

scale public shrines, such as memorial shrines, might garner patrons and wider public 

appeal. Ambiguous symbols at major shrines provide a consensual arena for disparate 

groups who may share some overarching beliefs, but not all, to come together. 

Ambiguous symbols inspire collective worship at sites, both at the smallest scale of 

pilgrimage and at communal pilgrimage where ambiguous symbols will prevent conflict 

among competing groups. 

 

Aniconism 

Aniconism is an artistic style that uses abstract representations to depict 

something, often a deity. The aniconic representations of main male gods by Semitic 

peoples may have been a way to unite disparate groups that came together at pilgrimage 

sites. A comparative study of Israelite aniconism in the form of empty space, such as an 

empty throne, and material aniconism, in the form of deified stones, was conducted by T. 

Mettinger (1995) in No Graven Image: Israelite Aniconism in Its Ancient Near Eastern 

Context. This study firmly established Israelite use of standing stones as aniconic 

representations within Semitic-speaking populations in ancient Syro-Palestine, up to the 

Islamic period. The use of simple stones with little adornment may represent a calculated 

strategy of ambiguity that provided a consensual and non-threatening milieu for many 

different groups to come together. In times when centralized control had waned, each 
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tribal group became dependent upon domestic modes of production and kin-based 

networks of patronage for survival; thus, each tribe became peers to one another, with 

each patron god or goddess given equal status. Promoting cross-clan ties and cooperation, 

as well as successfully navigating issues of rank and hierarchy, was necessary for 

subsistence survival and security of these various groups in the central hill country. Such 

a balance required worship in neutral territory and through ambiguous symbolism. 

Clans still came together, as necessitated by communal festivals celebrating 

harvests, in preparation for warfare or in celebrations of victory; however, these would be 

at sites of “empty aniconism,” such as on hills and mountains. The cosmic appreciation of 

mountains as the refuge of the gods is well attested. Canaanites, much like 

Mesopotamians, believed the world was encompassed by an ocean with a mountain range 

linking the heavens above and the nether world beneath. Mountains were the residences 

of the gods and where they met for council, and at their base was the entrance to the 

netherworld (Langston 1998: 29-32). Biblical evidence indicates that hills and mountains 

were favored sites for theophanies, as that was where God lived and might speak (e.g., 

Gen 22:14; Exod 3:1; 4:27; 15:16-17; 18:5; 19-20; Deut 4:11; 5:4; 9:15; 10, cf. Langston 

1998: 32).  

 

The Journey: Roads 

One way in which pilgrimages are discernible in the archaeological record is 

when it is clear that repeated journeys were made along difficult routes to sites that have 

little or no known value for subsistence or security. In this view, an understanding of the 
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roadways is an essential element when considering whether there is evidence for religious 

motivation in travel (i.e., pilgrimage). 

Historical references indicate that the roadways through the central highlands 

required a great deal of vigilance to maintain, which would have been true in antiquity as 

well. Dorsey (1991) outlines the biblical, archaeological, and ethnographic evidence for 

roadways in Iron Age Israel. Such research suggests that a great deal of labor went into 

maintaining the roadways in and out of the hill country. E. Robinson, a nineteenth 

century explorer of Palestine, provided first-hand accounts of the treacherous road 

leading up to Jerusalem from the coast. Robinson writes: 

The road is bad; and the whole region rocky, desolate, and dreary. The badness of 
the road arises mainly from the great number of loose stones, which has been 
suffered to accumulate in the path….The former American consular in Yafa, the 
elder Murad, once caused this road to be cleared of stones, and made it all the way 
comparatively good. But such public-spirited individuals are rare; the government 
does nothing at all; and the road is now again as bad as ever (1867: 31). 
 

Concerning the roads in the hill country during the winter rainy season, Robinson writes: 

During the whole winter the roads, or rather tracks, in Palestine, are muddy, deep, 
and slippery; so that the traveler at this season is subjected to the utmost 
discomfort and inconvenience. When the rains cease, the mud soon disappears, 
and the roads become hard, although never smooth. Whoever therefore wishes to 
profit most by a journey in Palestine, will take care not to arrive at Jerusalem 
earlier than the latter part of March (1967: 32).  
 

If a nineteenth-century traveler on horseback found the roads difficult during a time when 

the hill country was inhabited, and under some degree of centralized control, then it can 

be assumed that traveling in the region was far more difficult in antiquity when few 

people lived in the region. Although what might be considered “difficult” travel would be 

culturally specific, it is a fair assumption that anyone making the journey into the hill 
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country during times when roads were not maintained would be strongly motivated to do 

so. The winter rains would have isolated the settlers in the central hills and limited their 

access to the urban world, and vice versa. As subsistence farmers, they would not have 

had the surpluses necessary to need large carts or caravans for trade. Without vehicles, 

there is no pressing need to create better roads. As one scholar notes, “a walker or animal 

needs only a track. A vehicle needs a road” (Casson 1974: 25). Donkeys could navigate 

paths and are attested as a mode of transport and as pack animals in biblical narratives 

(Gen 45: 23; Judg 1:14; 1 Sam 9:3). Every homestead might have had donkeys for 

transporting goods from the fields to the home; however, if extensive trade networks 

developed, then according to Dorsey, carts become a preferred method of commerce (4-

1991: 5). Carts would more efficient because they can carry more goods, but require 

well-maintained roads.  

Security may have been an argument against building roads. Although it is 

unclear which entities wrought destruction to many of the Late Bronze Age city-states, 

peoples from throughout the region were familiar with how fast and efficient chariots 

could be in war. Chariots were common throughout the Levant. Dorsey writes that 

“during the Late Bronze and early Iron Age travel by chariot through Canaan’s coastal 

plain, the Jezreel Valley, and along the roads from the Jezreel Valley north and east was 

not only possible but commonplace” (1991: 10). Later, Israelite kings used chariots in 

war, travel, and as status symbols; however, in the Iron I hills, without surpluses 

warranting large-scale trade and better roads, there may have been a stronger impetus to 

remain isolated from marauding armies or foreign mercenaries. 
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CHAPTER THREE  

MORTUARY PILGRIMAGE TO THE HILL COUNTRY 
  

The Meta-Narratives Concerning Early Israelite Pilgrimage 
 
 This chapter focuses on the longue durée or the “big picture” of Ancient Israelite 

society and ideology. In order to discuss the evidence of pilgrimage within the  

central hill country, it is necessary to provide the larger framework of the socio-economic 

and religious structure of the society. This requires a description of the history of the 

region and the outside influences that affected early Israelite beliefs and practices. In 

particular, an overview sets the foundation for exploring how burials found throughout 

the central highlands in the Late Bronze Age up to the Early Iron I may reflect mortuary 

pilgrimages from indigenous groups who recognized the hill country as their ancestral 

and religious refuge. 

 

Historical Overview of Early Israel 

The end of the Late Bronze Age in the southern Levant heralds the end of the 

Canaanite civilization. As a complex urban society, Canaan reached its zenith of cultural 

cohesion during the Middle Bronze Age (1800-1550 BCE), when a loose confederation 

of city-states provided cultural unity beyond the traditional territories into the Delta of 

Egypt and into Syria and Mesopotamia through Hazor, a major gateway city (Ilan 1995: 

305-306). Egypt controlled Canaan after conquering the cities within the Delta and 

destroying the gateway cities providing trade to the south, namely Tel el-Dab’a and Tel 
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el-‘Ajjul (among others) ca.1550 BCE. From the fourteenth century onward, an Egypto-

Canaanite administration controlled Canaan through the established Middle Bronze Age 

city-state system, which now served as a vassal to Egyptian administrative control.  

Archaeology and epigraphic evidence demonstrate that the Egypto-Canaanite 

cities were linked to a broad network of international trade. Cities were populated with an 

amalgam of foreigners; cultic sites show Egyptian, Canaanite, and other foreign 

syncretism, and luxurious finds attest to a diverse and complex society. A rich source of 

administrative material survived in the Amarna Archive (fourteenth century BCE) from 

Egypt that reflects many of the political issues of the time (Mazar 1990: 232-294).  

Most scholars recognize that the Canaanite civilization came to an end ca. 1200 

BCE. Without undermining the magnitude of events which occurred at the end of the 

Bronze Age, new archaeological evidence and a re-evaluation of the chronology of this 

period illustrates that the collapse of Canaanite culture did not happen along a single 

trajectory. Recent work synthesizes interdisciplinary scholarship and shows how multiple 

events brought change to the region. These events included: the collapse of core powers 

beginning in the Late Bronze Age that precipitated the demise of the Hittite culture; 

waning Egyptian control in Canaan; the use of Aegean seafarers as a mercenary military 

that may have been difficult to control; rebellion among some city-states; and an 

indigenous peoples disillusioned or disenfranchised with the Egypt-Canaanite city-state 

system (Killebrew 2003).  

The political landscape that emerged out of the changes that took place gradually 

throughout the Late Bronze Age in the southern Levant had dramatic consequences by 
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1200 BCE. The Hittite culture to the north, the core power in direct competition with 

Egypt throughout the Late Bronze Age, was destroyed. An urban Aegean group of people 

settled along the southern Levantine southern coast. This group, often called the Sea 

Peoples, is credited with destroying many of the cities within Canaan during this time. 

They created a pentapolis along the coast in what is now Gaza and Israel and soon 

established trade ties with Egypt. Many of the Canaanite cities that were destroyed ca. 

1200 BCE, such as Megiddo, Lachish, Hazor, Beth Shean, and Shechem, were quickly 

rebuilt. The Egypto-Canaanite economic system continued into the Iron Age until the end 

of the Egyptian Nineteenth Dynasty, ca. 1150 BCE, when many cities were again 

destroyed, including Shechem, ca. 1125 BCE (Seger 1997: 22).  

Prior to its destruction, Shechem continued as an Egypto-Canaanite city into the 

Iron I period as a trade center linking sites such as Beth Shean in the Jordan River Valley 

to Megiddo on the coastal plain. Shechem sits in a valley that separates the Samarian hills 

from the mountains of Ephraim, but it does not share much in common with the small hill 

country settlements that were founded in the central hill country during the Late Bronze 

Age-Iron I transition. 

A wave of small village settlements occurred during this time period in sparsely 

populated and isolated areas in the hill country and desert fringes. These settlements 

began in the thirteenth century BCE and continued until the tenth century BCE, when 

most sites were abandoned or destroyed and new settlements formed and expanded 

throughout Iron II. Several surveys have been conducted in the hill country of 

Transjordan from the lower Galilee to Beersheva (Finkelstein 1988; Ofer 2001; Zertal 
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2004; Finkelstein and Lederman 1997). By the end of the Late Bronze Age, eighty-eight 

sites were occupied throughout the hill country on both sides of the Jordan River (the 

Transjordan); in the same region in Iron I, there were 678 settlements, many just a 

hectare or less.  

The most isolated settlements followed the ridgeline of the mountains ascribed to 

the biblical tribes of Manasseh, Ephraim, Benjamin, and Judah. The topography of this 

area includes a portion of the central hills, the desert fringes to the east, and the foothills 

to the west. Whether expressly stated or not, using the biblical names for these regions 

suggest a geographical cohesion that was not evident in most of the Iron I period, 

irrespective of the historicity of the names assigned. It is probable that the highland 

settlements, particularly those isolated within the central range and into the desert fringes, 

were settled and maintained as a calculated response for security. People may have 

wanted to distance themselves from the rebuilt Egypto-Canaanite centers such as 

Lachish, Megiddo, Shechem, and Beth Shean because they were linked to foreign groups 

such as Egypt and the rising power of the pentapolis of the Sea People (Philistia). Within 

the development of the entire southern Levant, there were two main social and economic 

strategies at work that are exemplified by an “urban” system, regardless of scale, that 

survived and evolved in the lowlands and were linked through valleys to trade centers. 

An urban system requires cities that are the focal points of political, ritual and economic 

activity and a social elite that administers such activity (cf. Levy 2006: 20). The social 

system comprised of small villages and farms established in the mountains and in the 

deserts did not have any cities in the region. There may have been little contact links to 
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sites in the foothills, because the foothills were accessible to the coastal plain and the 

urban system.   

 

Mortuary Pilgrimage to the Central Hill Country 

Within the longue durée of Israelite practices emerging out of a Canaanite cultural 

milieu is the possibility that the central hill country was the ancient ancestral and cosmic 

refuge for many indigenous tribes that were disenfranchised under the yoke of Egyptian 

dominion. The disenfranchisement of the clan-based Canaanite society under the aegis of 

Egyptian control throughout the Late Bronze Period seems self-evident. Following a 

Marxist logic, while Egyptians may not have minded toiling for the benefit of the 

Pharaoh as they believed him to be the ultimate intercessory to the gods on their behalf 

(Baines 1991), Canaanites would not have shared that sentiment. The tribally based 

system of patronage that served Canaanite families in the Middle Bronze Age no doubt 

survived in some capacity throughout the next era; however, a great deal of wealth that 

would have traditionally been redistributed among kin was now going to support the 

Egyptian bureaucracy and the elite Canaanite families that supported it. The sumptuous 

displays of wealth and imported goods found throughout the Late Bronze Period indicate 

that many Canaanites thrived during this time (Mazar 1990: 266-276), but wealth does 

not mean that all Canaanites adopted the Egyptian system.  

One study assessed Late Bronze Age burial types and documented a gradual trend 

in the adoption of Egyptian individual burial inhumation by some Canaanites in the 

lowlands (Gonen 1992: 37). This adoption of burial styles was discussed as a possible 



60 
 

 

result of acculturation. If some Canaanites were adopting Egyptian style and beliefs, and 

this was reflected in their burial practices, it is important to assess the continued use of 

the traditional practice of multiple burials in the highlands as a strategy for some 

Canaanites to remain un-Egyptianized. The central hill country was virtually abandoned 

throughout the Late Bronze Age, with only three sites conclusively found in surveys and 

excavations that were in the isolated mountain region. These sites were Bethel, Shiloh, 

and Jerusalem. Excavations at each of these sites were unable to clarify the exact size or 

nature of the settlements; however, there are clues of cultic activity at each place.  

 

Jerusalem in the Late Bronze Age and Iron I Period 

There is no consensus among archaeologists about the nature of Jerusalem in the 

Late Bronze Age. B. Mazar (1975) indicated that there was continuous occupation in 

Jerusalem from the third millennium onward. Salvage excavations near the Dung Gate 

have continuous pottery datable from the Middle Bronze Period (ca. 2100 BCE) when 

there was a fortified city, through Iron I, ca. 1000 BCE (Mazar 1975: 164-165). He 

suggested that the retaining wall and terracing found in the City of David (the Ophel) 

continued in use for over a millennium (ibid., 50). Another scholar documents the 

archaeological and biblical evidence, which suggests that there was an acropolis through 

the Late Bronze-Iron I period that was used in Iron II (Mare 1987: 49). The exact nature 

of the Iron I city is not discussed. If there was an “acropolis” at the Ophel and 

fortifications, then this would make Jerusalem the most elaborate settlement in the region. 
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An alternate view of Jerusalem is that a settlement did not exist at all during the 

Late Bronze Age (Steiner 2001: 283), and that the site mentioned in the Amarna letters 

did not exist in that area now known as Jerusalem. Definitive evidence indicates that the 

area was resettled ca.1200 BCE as a fortification of some kind above the Gihon Spring. 

The terraces excavated by Kenyon and Shiloh are from the period, but their nature is 

unclear. 

Scholars are cautious to highlight the cultic nature of Jerusalem prior to Iron II 

when, as a capital city and home of the main temple, it captured the collective conscious 

of the Israelite national identity. However, some recognize that the continuous burials in 

the vicinity may indicate a religious quality to the site. One scholar believes people 

buried their dead near the summit of Mt. Moriah prior to the Middle Bronze Age 

Canaanite city (Gonen 2003: 10) and indicates that the cave under the Dome of the Rock 

is a typical rock-cut burial ca. 2000 BCE (ibid., 22).  

Remnants of an Egyptian temple, including part of a stele, a votive statuette, and a 

carved three-part altar for offerings and libations, were re-discovered in archives and 

recently evaluated for their significance (Barkay 1996; 2000). These artifacts were 

archived in the library of a Byzantine church that is located outside the Damascus Gate. 

The artifacts were uncovered on the church grounds during renovations in the previous 

century and no scholars had taken notice of the finds. The material was dated to the 

Egyptian Nineteenth Dynasty, thirteenth century BCE, and the evidence indicates that a 

small Egyptian temple may have stood in the Late Bronze Age on the road leading out of 

the city.  In the valleys surrounding Jerusalem, at least two tombs from the Late Bronze 
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Period, one dating up to the fourteenth century, had over twenty-six Egyptian, Cypriot, 

and Aegean imports. Such wealth indicates that many people buried near Jerusalem had 

international contacts and were probably connected with urban culture (cf. Rahmani 

1981: 231).  

 

Bethel 

Beitin is located along a crossroads linking the only north-south road through the 

central hills into Shechem and an east-west road that leads between Jericho and Aphek. It 

is considered by many to be the site of biblical Bethel. Although the nature of the 

excavation was criticized (Dever 1971), evidence shows that the site flourished as a Late 

Bronze Age city after a gap in occupation from ca. 1500-1400 BCE (Dever 1997). The 

Late Bronze Age city had beautiful masonry, a wine or olive oil press, and evidence of 

cultic votives out of one sounding that included an Egyptian-style offering stand (Kelso 

1968: 28). The site was completely destroyed ca. 1240-1235 BCE in a conflagration that 

left debris five feet thick in some places (ibid., 30).  

Bethel was rebuilt in the Iron I, but the settlement was poor and reflected the 

utilitarian nature of other central hill sites. One unusually well-crafted and elongated 

worked stone was used as a door threshold that the excavator suggested was a re-used 

maccēbâ (Kelso 1968:  34). On a ridge near the city that overlooked the Mount of Olives, 

a stone table was cut from bedrock that had no datable pottery around it. There were four 

destruction levels throughout the Iron I period, but the city was continually rebuilt and 

became an important city in Iron II. 
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Shiloh 

Shiloh was considered to be a rural sanctuary during the Late Bronze Age by the 

excavator, I. Finkelstein, due to the assemblage of cultic finds. Evidence of cult included 

piles of refuse typical of sacrifices, such as burned bone, ash, and shallow offering bowls. 

Some whole jugs were found filled with bone and ash. Luxury or votive items included 

imported Cypriot pottery, a fragment of a figurine, and some gold jewelry in the shape of 

a fly. Most of the bones were from sheep or goats, which led the excavator to suggest that 

this site was for nomadic groups who count on such livestock more than cattle. The 

nature of the site is ephemeral, with no evidence of settlement. The summit, where a 

sanctuary may have been, was completely destroyed from later building and erosion. 

Ritual refuse survived around the edges of the mound of the tell. The chronology of 

pottery indicates a gradual decline of patronage to the shrine throughout the Late Bronze 

Age, tapering off completely until ca. 1200 BCE, when the site was vigorously reused 

(Finkelstein 1988: 218-220). 

 A few other sites from the Late Bronze Age were found in the central hills, such 

as Khirbet Rabud (Debir), which is almost ten kilometers south of Hebron at the entrance 

to the hill country. Other sites include Beth-Zur, a small site that may have had some 

occupation, but “the evidence is dubious” (Finkelstein 1988: 48, 53). In general, these 

three sites are the only ones found throughout the Late Bronze Age in the central hill 

country that were not isolated burial sites.  
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Burials without Cities in the Central Hill Country (Late Bronze Age) 

 R. Gonen documents many sites with burials in the central hill country in the 

Late Bronze Period that had no known settlements nearby. These sites include Hebron, 

Tel en-Nasbeh (biblical Mizpeh), Gibeon, Tirzeh, Khirbet Jedur, Khirbet ‘Anab el-Kabir, 

among others (Gonen 1992: 57-64). Some archaeologists conclude that these burials were 

from pastoral nomadic tribes (Mazar 1990: 279); however, some sites demonstrate luxury 

items and imported goods, indicating connections to international trade and wealth, 

which suggests that these were probably not nomads. It is possible that families in the 

lowlands were journeying on mortuary pilgrimages to ancestral burial places. Such 

pilgrimages may have helped create and support the rural shrines and the one settlement 

in the mountainous frontier--the central hill country--that existed in what had been part of 

Canaanite urban terrain in the height of Canaanite civilization. 

 

Renewed Mortuary Cults in the Late Bronze Age 

R. Hallote suggests a strong mortuary orientation within the Middle Bronze Age 

Canaanite culture that was re-energized in the Late Bronze Age as Egyptian control 

waned (1994). City-states in the Middle Bronze Age evolved alongside one another with 

more or less equal power (what Ilan [1995] called “peer polities”). Prominent families 

buried their dead within the city limits and may have established mortuary cults near 

those burial sites. These cult sites included the veneration of patron gods and ancestors, 

often represented by maccēbâ, or standing stones. Examples include palaces and 

courtyard complexes above subterranean tombs found at Hazor (cf. Nakhai 2001: 101-
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102), the tombs on the spring hill and the “Palace of the Lords” at Jericho (Nigro 2009), 

and a cemetery at the summit of the mound under the courtyard of the earliest palaces at 

Tel el-‘Ajjul (Kempinski 1992: 170). Megiddo had Early Bronze and Middle Bronze 

tombs within the city that were associated with a cult complex that gradually developed, 

culminating with a Middle Bronze Age altar or platform, as well as a number of meter-

high standing stones at High Place “D” (later “F”) and a cult room 4040. This cult room 

was replaced by a Migdol temple in the Late Bronze Age that superseded the mortuary 

cult (Hallote 1994: 69-86; cf. Kempinski 1989: 178-180; 1992: 174; Halpern 2009: 154). 

The ten massive standing stones at the Gezer High Place most likely represent a 

confederation of clan deities or ancestors, although there are no burials associated with 

them. Whether these stones represent a national league of ten as suggested by Dever 

(1973: 69-70) or local Gezer clans (Nakhai 2001: 105), they were the focal point of feasts 

as indicated by an altar or stone basin and courtyard with numerous bones. Such evidence 

suggests that mortuary cults associated with patrician families existed in cities.  

When Canaanite families lost influence under Egyptian control in the Late Bronze 

Age, the scale of reverence shown patrician families and ancestors within the Egypto-

Canaanite temple-administration system diminished, if not disappeared. However, as 

Egyptian control faded, Hallote (1994) surmises that reverence for the Canaanite family 

gods and ancestors resurfaced. One scholar outlines such a process at Megiddo. The 

Migdol temple that was refurbished in the Late Bronze Age and superseded the royal 

mortuary cult returned in the Late Bronze Age-early Iron I period with the creation of a 

corbelled subterranean room that was used as a focal point for a mortuary cult and group 
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feasts (Halpern 2009: 154).  In 2000, the excavation of the courtyard and entrance to the 

tomb indicated large numbers of storage vessels, a flute, and a pair of cymbals. Halpern 

suggests that the combination of storage jars, musical instruments, courtyard, and 

subterranean room indicates a “marzēăx, or point of assembly for a funerary society, or 

an association identified with piety toward the dead” (ibid.,155).  

The marzēă%x was the name of a feasting and drinking guild with parallels in 

Canaanite and other Mesopotamian cultures where people were invited to symbolically 

feast with gods and the ancestral dead. Such a feast is mentioned in texts spanning from 

ca. 2300 BCE to the Roman period, including evidence from Ugarit, Ebla, Emar, 

Phoenicia, Elephantine, Palmyra, Greece, and Rome (Lewis 1989; cf. Halpern 2009: 155 

for bibliography). Despite the textual evidence for this ritual meal, its nature is 

ambiguous. Many scholars have tried to link this feast exclusively to a funerary meal, but 

this is only one possible feature. Salient characteristics from a synthesis of the texts 

indicate that the guild often owned property, such as a storeroom and vineyards, and the 

guild’s leadership and membership could be inherited, which suggests that membership 

was exclusive and elite (Lewis 1989: 81). It is possible that marzēăx was a ritual banquet 

that anyone could host, and that the theme of the event depended upon what was being 

commemorated. While a main god may have presided over the feast, lesser gods and 

ancestors were also invited (KTU 1.21, cf. Lewis 1989: 82). Moabite and Ammonite 

women hosted a feast before their gods (Num 25: 2), and another incident is mentioned in 

Psalms 106: 28, whereby “they yoked themselves to Baal Peor, and ate the sacrifices of 

their dead” (cf. Lewis 1989: 92). Although these may not be related directly to marzēăx, 
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such descriptions of feasts indicate women too might host a ritual meal that celebrates 

their main gods, and possibly their ancestors.  

The majority of Middle Bronze Age burials were multi-generational cave and 

tomb sites, a continuation of Early Bronze Age traditions.  This is a feature of burial that 

most scholars recognize as representing the importance of kin-based networks of 

patronage among the indigenous populations (cf. Bloch-Smith 1992). These networks 

continued beyond the grave, with the ancestral dead continually included in the clan. 

Such burial practices continued in the central highlands unabated throughout the cycles of 

settlements in the region, indicating the importance of ancestral tombs and a connection 

to the land that is mirrored in biblical references (e.g. Gen 50: 5). 

 

Continuation of Burial Tradition into Iron I 

While many archaeologists maintain there were no, or very few, burials in the 

central highlands in Iron I (Kletter 2002; Faust 2006), one scholar outlines whole ranges 

of cave burials, generally at the foot of mountains or at cliffs along wadis, founded in the 

Middle Bronze period that survived through the Late Bronze Age and into Iron I. There 

were large cemeteries ringing the base of Jebel Tamun that continued along the cliffs of 

the wadi that directly links Tirzeh (Tel el-Far’ah N) six kilometers to the north along the 

wash (Bloch-Smith 2004: 80-81). There is also a cemetery on Mt. Ebal. One burial site 

on the Mount of Olives spans three hundred years, from the Middle Bronze Era through 

the Late Bronze Age (Gonen 1992: 34-35). Hebron, Gideon, and Tel-en Nasbeh all had 

tombs that began from the Late Bronze Age, when there were no settlements, and 
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continued through the founding of a city in the Iron I period that continued into Iron II 

(Finkelstein 1988: 60-64).  

The majority of the burials in the highlands are multi-use, indicating ancestral 

tombs that are reminiscent of biblical stories whereby a premium is placed upon being 

buried among one’s ancestors (e.g., Gen 50: 5). While it is understandable that cemeteries 

will be in use in areas where there were settlements, the fact that some sites continue 

through the Late Bronze Age, when the highlands were virtually abandoned, indicates 

that mountains in the area (or even the entire mountainous region) were imbued with 

enduring significance to some of the Canaanites. Continued pilgrimages to bury the dead 

in ancestral tombs may have, in part, spawned renewed interest in settling the region. 

 

Discussion 

 Cemeteries concentrated in the mountains of the central hill country in the Late 

Bronze Age and the creation of and patronage to a temple (Jerusalem), a city (Bethel), 

and a rural sanctuary (Shiloh) may be evidence of pilgrimage from traditional Canaanites 

living in the lowlands who viewed the mountains as portentous. The continued use of 

highland burial sites may have been a calculated attempt to maintain ancestral and 

traditional ties. Pastoral nomads, also with Canaanite ancestry, also may have frequented 

these sites; however, the luxurious nature of some of the offerings suggests that the 

people being buried were from cities. Even the offerings at the ephemeral deposit at 

Shiloh indicated wealth, such as gold earrings and imported Cypriot vessels (Finkelstein 

1988: 220).  A comparison of a nomadic Iron Age cemetery found at Wadi Fidan in the 
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desert south of the Dead Sea indicates that at least these people buried their dead in 

individual pit graves with very few grave goods, and no pottery in any of the sixty-seven 

graves excavated (Levy 2009: 253-256).  

 Mortuary pilgrimage into the hill country required a difficult journey that may 

have taken several days. Biblical evidence documents mortuary practices that indicate 

funerals were not merely placing the body in the tomb but required special or specific  

ritual: e.g., fasting (1 Sam 31: 13), special clothes (Gen 37: 34; 2 Sam 3: 31), and ritual 

laments (2 Sam 1: 17-27, 3:33). Mourning rituals may have lasted for seven days (Gen 

50: 10) and culminated in a ritual meal (Jer 16: 7). Such rituals indicate that people 

stayed for an extended visit in the vicinity and that the journey required preparation and 

provisions. It is difficult to estimate how many people attended funerals since attendance 

might depend on the status of the individual being honored in death. Many mortuary 

pilgrimages for beloved elders would have inspired large groups of extended family, 

many from disparate communities. Married daughters would have gone to their natal 

family’s funerals, and there may have been an expectation for women to attend funerals 

as mourners because they are featured prominently in biblical texts as specialists in 

keening (e.g. 2 Sam 1: 24; Jer 9: 17-21). 

 The main roadway into the central hill country led from the coastal plain through 

the hill country to Jericho, passing by Bethel, where a north-south crossroad led south to 

Jerusalem and north to Shiloh. These are the only known sites other than burials in the 

region, and it is significant that they all demonstrate cultic material. The relative wealth 

of Bethel is also noteworthy as the care and construction of the city, and industry such as 
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oil or wine presses indicates a degree of complexity that may signify a trade or way-

station for pilgrims heading north and south to their ancestral tombs. Jericho, the only 

major city along the Jordan Valley, was destroyed ca. 1300 and was not rebuilt. Once 

Jericho was destroyed, there were no practical reasons for anyone to take the difficult hill 

country route as a trade route. Roads along the foothills into Shechem and from there into 

the Jordan Valley to Beth Shean would be a much better route for traders (Dorsey 1991: 

13-16). Bethel continued to thrive until its destruction at the end of the thirteenth century. 

It is possible that Bethel was exporting olive oil or wine to the lowlands, and such trade 

could account for their wealth in the region. However, if there was a strong market in the 

region, there would probably be more settlements. It is more likely surplus olive oil was 

being traded to family members who were making mortuary pilgrimages to the hill 

country in order to bury their dead in ancestral tombs. 
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CHAPTER FOUR  

EARLY ISRAELITE IDENTITY IN THE IRON I  
HILL COUNTRY SETTLEMENTS 

 
 

Most scholars agree that the small villages and hamlets founded in the central hill 

country in Iron I archaeologically represent the earliest manifestation of what became the 

Israelite identity later mythologized in the Bible. Epigraphic evidence such as the 

Mernephtah Stele does not definitively link the central hill sites to the early Israelite 

peoples, but a confluence of facts strongly suggests that these villages were the seed of 

Israelite identity.  

An entity called “Israel” existed in 1207 BCE as evidenced by the Merneptah 

Stele, a victory stele found in Thebes that celebrates Pharaoh’s conquest of cities in 

Canaan and a people called Israel. Not only is this proof that Israel existed to outsiders as 

a cohesive ethnicity at the end of the thirteenth century BCE, it also indicates that these 

“Israelites” were enough of a threat to warrant mention (Redford 1992: 5). Epigraphic 

evidence from Egypt in the form of inscriptions and in the Amarna Letters from the 

fourteenth century links nomads, called Shashu (translated as “wanderer” or “passer 

through”) in Transjordan to the worship of YHW, quite likely the Israelite YHWH 

(Redford 1992: 272-273). This indicates some thread linking nomadic tribes to the early 

Israelite ideology that embraced a main god called YHWH. 

Theories concerning the origins of the hill country settlers have a long history (for 

summary and reference, see Finkelstein 1988: 295-306; Faust 2006: 172-173; Dever 
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2003). Theories can be roughly categorized into two main ideas: (1) outsiders, such as a 

nomadic group, that invaded or infiltrated; or (2) Canaanites that by force or choice 

removed themselves from urban life to homestead the frontier. Different subsistence 

strategies in the region do not exclude a common origin or ethnicity. A symbiotic model 

promotes an ongoing relationship within kin groups between pastoral nomads and city 

dwellers (Fritz 1981; 1987). In times when international trade collapsed, the same 

peoples reverted to kin-based, semi-nomadic agro-pastoralism in cyclical patterns of 

urbanization and pastoral nomadism since the Chalcolithic (cf. Joffe 1991). Both 

subsistence strategies may have alternated contemporaneously throughout the history of 

the Levant. The symbiotic model promotes Canaanite roots for the peoples who settled in 

the hill country, which explains the continuation of Late Bronze Age Canaanite material 

culture (Dever 1995). 

There is little evidence to assume that the settlers in the hill country were a 

foreign people, but rather part of the indigenous population--meaning Canaanites, in 

whatever guise. “Israelites” were one of many indigenous tribes that shared reliance on 

kin-based networks of patronage and the “domestic mode of production,” i.e. household 

subsistence economies, as the basic unit of the social organization. Even during the 

height of Middle Bronze Age urban culture, Canaanite tribal logic and mores would keep 

surpluses (e.g., wealth ) consolidated among kin, which explains why the Middle Bronze 

Age Canaanite city-states evolved as “peer polities” to one another, without any degree of 

centralized control that defines a state (Ilan 1995). In times of stress, the indigenous tribal 

system collapses back to its household roots, which may mean pastoral nomads for some 



73 
 

 

families and villages for others as dictated by the social and ecological environment. 

From the Early Bronze Period (ca. 3300 BCE) and beyond, Joffe maintains that the 

“pattern of socio-political complexity spiraling upwards and downwards around the 

‘domestic mode of production’ was the essential characteristic of social evolution in the 

Levant…and these alternating patterns must be taken into account and individual 

episodes reassessed on that basis” (1991: 36). 

Scholars agree that there may be many different reasons for the settlement of the 

hill country and the beginnings of Israelite ethnogenesis (Dever 1995: 210-211; 2003; 

Finkelstein 1991: 57; Miller and Hayes 1986: 85: Gottwald 1992: 72). Mortuary 

pilgrimage to the central hills may have inspired some people to settle in the region when 

the political and economic system primary controlled by the Egyptians and Hittites 

became unstable as their power-base collapsed and waned. Nomadic tribes, who may 

have provided a new god YHWH, settled along with other indigenous tribal peoples. As 

the southern Levant went through dramatic changes (including the destruction of cities, 

migrations of people, and instability), part of the urban Canaanite population and other 

social elements (such as the marauders, refugees, and local pastoral nomads), took refuge 

in the central hill country (Dever 2003: 181-182). The Bible mentions Kenites, Jebusites, 

Gibeonites, Amorites, among others (such as Hittites and Hurrians), who lived in the 

central hills (e.g., Gen 15: 19; 1 Sam 15: 6; Gen 23).  

The newly formed sites in the central hill country demonstrate a marked 

uniformity, what Dever terms a unique “archaeological assemblage” typical of a shared 

socio-economic, cultural, or ethnic group (2003: 35). Scholars question some of the 
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unique features of Iron I highland settlements as being Israelite ethnic markers, such as 

the pillared house, collar-rim storage jars, and the absence of pig bones, since they reflect 

subsistence strategies and share features with lowland Canaanite sites (London 1989). 

Others argue that the assemblage demonstrates a utilitarian style that reflects an 

egalitarian ethos or value system (cf. Faust 2006). Similar technologies such as terracing, 

cisterns, and storage may have been adopted primarily for survival in a harsh 

environment; however, the lack of luxury items, very little decorated pottery, limited 

trade beyond their territory, and no differentiation in architecture indicate a calculated 

egalitarianism and a shared utilitarian bond. Although the origins of the hill country  

people may have been varied, archaeologists demonstrate that their utilitarian and 

egalitarian ethos (cf. Faust 2006; Killebrew 2005), biblical narratives (cf. Bloch-Smith 

2003) and extra biblical evidence such as the Merneptah stele link these people together 

as early as 1200 BCE. 

At some point between ca.1200 to 1000 BCE, there was enough cultural cohesion 

among hill country tribes to coalesce into a movement that inspired others to join, 

possibly under the collective threat from a clearly foreign entity, the Sea 

Peoples/Philistines who, according to texts and archaeology, were militarily superior 

(Bloch-Smith 2003). Many of the small Iron I hill country village sites were abandoned 

and similar settlements that grew into cities were established.  These cities became part of 

a unified system in the tenth century BCE and were the foundation of the urban society 

that became state-level Israel within a few generations.  
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The identity of Ancient Israel has little to do with actual ancestry, as people 

reinvent their origins and their ethnicity, yet a perceived kinship connection is important 

for cultural unity (Kamp and Yoffee 1980: 88). Religion is another essential vehicle for 

cultural unity. To define a people in the Ancient Near East was to define its gods. This is 

the meaning behind Naomi’s famous words to Ruth, “your people will be my people, and 

your gods will be my gods” (Ruth 1: 16; cf. Berlin 1996: 1). The polytheistic nature of 

Israelite ideology recognized the primacy of Canaanite deities, with El as a chief deity, as 

attested by the theophanic use of El in Israel’s name. What may have been contentious 

among disparate tribes is the recognition and allegiance shown the host of dieties that 

tribes adopted or worshipped as patron gods. Baal was one of the most widely known of 

the warrior-storm male gods and was the deity whose allegiance was most threatened by 

a new warrior god, YHWH.   

 

Family Life on the Frontier 

The central hills country is considered the birth place of Israelite identity, and it is 

synonymous with the archaeology of the Israelite family, reflecting the traditions, values, 

and social structure that endured throughout the Iron II period, ca. 1000-586 BCE 

(Meyers 1997: 2). The difficult agrarian life described biblically is reflected ecologically 

and archaeologically through the multitude of small hamlets, the largest of which have 

been excavated at ‘Ai and Khirbet Raddana and housed no more than one hundred and 

fifty persons (Bloch-Smith and Nakhai 1999: 72).  
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Small communities dotted the central hills without benefit of trade networks or 

large cities. They were primarily self-sustaining kin-based groups living in extended 

households that required the participation and cooperation of all members to pioneer the 

land (Meyers 1988: 187). The archaeological evidence found at small hamlets reflects the 

bêt 'āb, or house of the father, that is described biblically as a multi-generational 

household including a patriarch and a matriarch, a first wife or possibly the patriarch’s 

mother, along with secondary wives, married sons and their families, unmarried 

daughters, and often servants (de Vaux 1961: 8; Stager 1985; Meyers 1997: 16-17). 

Extended families were linked together through a network of kinship that made up the 

mišpāhâ, or clan, and this network also included ancestors. The confederation of families 

that made up the clan shared an obligation to keep the inheritance of their fathers, the 

nahălă, which included flocks, property, and a responsibility to dependents. Through ties 

of affection and obligation, clan members assisted families in distress as a means to keep 

the patrimony together and the family honor intact (Bleinkensopp 1997: 56, 64; Stager 

and King 2000: 38-39).  

  

Village Life Type Sites 

Et-Tell (biblical ‘Ai) and Khirbet Raddana are two sites in the central highlands 

that are considered “type sites” of the region in terms of their historical development and 

what they demonstrate about highland village life (Lederman 1999: 149). However, since 

these sites represent two of the largest known villages in the highlands, measuring 

approximately two and a half acres each they may reflect a degree of complexity not 
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evident at other sites. Like many of the small settlements founded in the region, settlers 

homesteaded these sites in uninhabited areas at some point between ca. 1200-1150 BCE 

and lived for several generations before either abandoning the sites or being forced away 

(ca. 1050 BCE). The sites were not drastically renovated except to expand agricultural 

surpluses, such as granaries at the summit of Et-Tell (Callaway 1976: 30). Evidence of 

intensive agriculture includes numerous ground stones, flints and sickle-blades, and 

extensive storage. Bones of sheep, goat, and cattle were present at both sites (Lederman 

1999: 153). Each village was comprised of several families, all nested kin, with small 

household clusters representing the bêt 'āb, or the equivalent of a nuclear family. 

Extended family compounds are represented through clusters of pillar-based 

houses that shared courtyards, cisterns, and ovens. Individual family compounds are 

linked through external walls that encircled the site. Common areas between family 

compounds provide large courtyards for communal work and a gathering place for all 

members of the village. Animal pens are created in and around compounds, and one 

scholar suggests that low-arched doorways found at Et-Tell leading to courtyards may 

have been ways in which animals were brought into the house, presumably for security 

and warmth (Callaway 1993a: 42). 

Khirbet Raddana demonstrates social hierarchy and specializations at the site. A 

metal workshop in Area S indicates that weapons were made on the premises. A small 

crucible was found with slag on it, and weapons such as spearheads and parts of possible 

armor fragments were found nearby (Callaway 1993b: 1253). A large room with square 

pillars created with particular care and symmetry also had a long bench cut into the 
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bedrock along one wall, a hearth in the center of the room, and between two of the pillars, 

two cisterns cut into the floor. One was found with a stone cap in situ. A black steatite 

conical stamp with an ibex and a cow suckling her calf was also found in this room. The 

unusual quality of the find and the size and construction of the room led the excavator to 

suggest that this was the house of an elder or headman (Callaway 1970: 232).  

A storage jar fragment was found with a three letter inscription. The three letters, 

a clear ‘alef and xet and a third that was illegible, were all of an archaic type of Canaanite 

script (Cross and Freedman 1971: 20-21).  This early sign of literacy indicates education 

and a diverse social stratigraphy within the small community. Such markings also 

indicate the need to mark goods for some purpose. The steatite stamp may also indicate 

some kind of industry or obligation to mark goods as special in some way. 

 

Ecology of the Highlands Area and Commodities 

Sites in the central hill country in the Iron I period consisted of farmsteads with 

houses conjoined along an outer wall generally circular in shape, with open shared 

courtyards. North of Jerusalem, surrounding Bethel, was the mostly densely populated 

area in the southern hills. Joining Khirbet Raddana and ‘Ai were new settlements at sites 

such as Tel en-Nasbeh, Gibeon, and Gibeah that previously only had burials. These 

settlements expanded and became cities in Iron II. All of the sites listed have been 

excavated. ‘Ai and Khirbet Raddana indicate an economy of horticulture and valley dry 

farming, with the importance of cereals indicated by the number of storage silos, sickles, 



79 
 

 

and grinding stones.  Findings suggest a carefully calibrated balance between agriculture 

and pastoralism.  

Unpredictable rainfall required staggered plantings. The Gezer Calendar from the 

tenth century BCE is a list of the months, and may have been a pupil’s scribal exercise. It 

indicates four months of planting. One scholar interprets this as strategy where the 

sowing of seed was spread out over the first few months of winter to avoid the loss of an 

entire crop due to a torrential rain or no rain (Hopkins 1987: 187).  Vagaries in rainfall 

might mean only a meager harvest (ibid., 185), something that would not sustain a village 

of one or more extended families. Cereal crops were supplemented. In pockets with 

higher rainfall, sometimes only a few kilometers away from more temperate zones, 

olives, grapes, pomegranates, almonds, figs, and wild pear were cultivated. Archaeology 

also corroborates cultivation of legumes such as broad beans, lentils, chickpeas, and 

common peas (Borowski 1987: 93-97).  Livestock was essential for insurance against the 

vagaries of life on the frontier. Sheep, goats, and cattle provided not just food, but wool, 

hides, milk, and dung for fuel. The archaeological analysis of the four-room house 

indicates that every household kept some animals in pens adjacent to the house, even 

inside the house, because some scholars believe that the low room supported by the four-

pillared construction so typical of the region was a place for animals to be penned (Stager 

1985: 17; Holladay 1992: 316).  
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Commodities in the Highlands 

Olive-pressing and wine-making were domestic cottage industries that would 

have been essential in the central hill country in the Iron I period, although scholars find 

evidence of their manufacture only in the Iron II period. Samaria may have had 

commercial olive presses as early as the ninth century, but in Judah such evidence does 

not appear until the seventh century (Finkelstein 1999: 41; 1988: 165, 171). Hill country 

dwellers would have been producing their own olive oil and wine within family cottage 

industries. As well as being a stable ingredient to the diet, olive oil was used in lamps and 

was thus a necessity for practical and religious functions.  

Biblical evidence indicates that olive oil was integral to family religious life in the 

form of offerings, anointing of objects (Gen 28: 18), and the lighting of lamps (Exod 27: 

20), both within the household and at public sanctuaries. Grain offerings were also an 

essential feature of the land and of ritual offerings. The multiple references to offerings 

including grain, olive oil, and wine together (e.g. Num 18: 12; Deut 7: 13; 11: 14; 14: 23; 

18: 4; 1 Sam 8: 14; Ps 104: 14-15), as well as the technical information regarding their 

production and manufacture (e.g. Isa 5: 1-7; cf. Walsh and Zorn 1998), indicate the 

importance of these commodities in the Iron I period.  

 No family would have been without olive oil, and the creation and consumption 

of wine might be attested through the disproportionate amount of drinking vessels found 

in the central highlands during the Iron I period as discussed by Joffe (1999). The family 

cottage industry for viticulture is difficult to assess in the archaeological record because 

olives and grapes would have been collected and pressed by individuals or small groups 
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that may not have left any material remains behind. Baskets would have been used to 

collect and then crush the fruit in small batches. Small presses created in the limestone 

bedrock are ubiquitous in the central hill country and are associated with Iron II 

production (Finkelstein 1999: 41; Walsh and Zorn 1998). They are generally manifested 

as shallow pits in the bedrock with a channel to a lower and deeper pit, and such 

installations sometimes have large round crushing stones. Pottery and nearby settlements 

date these sites. However, pottery may not have been utilized extensively in Iron I since 

such vessels are cumbersome. Baskets and skins would have been more practical for 

individuals or small groups to carry, and they could then be transferred to storage jars or 

cisterns in the household. It is likely that crushing stations found on bedrock actually 

supported small family industry in the Iron I period; these stations were then reused or 

expanded in Iron II. 

The lack of industrial sites for olive oil and wine suggests that the central hill 

country settlers were not producing commodities for trade to the lowland cities. Even into 

Iron II, olive oil and wine were the only wealth-producing commodities from the hill 

country (Finkelstein 1999).  There is no clear evidence of mass production of olive oil or 

wine in the Iron I period, which indicates that no agricultural or specialized goods were 

created for export from this area. Archaeological evidence corroborates this analysis. 

Massive storage facilities are found at Iron I village sites, such as ‘Ai, which built a 

network of above-ground granaries in the eleventh century (Callaway 1976: 30); Khirbet 

Raddana has the most storage of any excavated Iron I site (Lederman 1999: 159). 
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However, was such storage evidence of surplus and, if so, would commodities be traded 

to the lowlands?  

Although there was probably a system in place that demarcated storage for olive 

oil, wine, and water, it is difficult to assess in the archaeological record. Any of these 

liquids might be stored in cisterns or pithoi, as suggested by Zertal (1988). Because 

Khirbet Raddana is located near springs, storing water may not have been a critical 

consideration; however, there are also few silos found on the site, which may indicate 

that pithoi also stored grain. If the number of storage vessels indicates the trade of olive 

oil or wine, would the lowlands have been the most accessible area to trade?  

One site, ‘Izbet Sartah, had fourty-three silos, interpreted as evidence of grain 

storage from traders. The excavator postulated that highland farmers used this site as a 

repository for surplus to be sold or bartered to the lowlands (Finkelstein 1987: 76-77). 

‘Izbet Sartah is at the very edge of the foothills, just a few kilometers from Aphek along 

the coastal route. Although roads from Aphek lead into the highlands, there were dozens 

of small sites along these routes that were located in the foothills (Dorsey 1991: 163-

171).  It is difficult to imagine that this site would be a trade destination of those families 

high in the central range, when there were so many small village sites in the foothills that 

could account for the surpluses. 

 

Specialized Agriculture within the Central Hill Country 

The archaeological evidence may suggest that villagers who were able to garner 

surpluses used these commodities to be shared among kin and their tribal neighbors who 
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lived along the central ridge and within the desert fringes. Finkelstein conducted an 

ethnoarchaeolgical and demographic study in the territory of Ephraim and demonstrated 

how variations in each subregion of this diverse area had markedly different potentials 

for the creation of subsistence staples: livestock, cereal grains, and oils/fruit (1988: 119-

139). Each subregion had its own distinct selection of major agricultural crops, and the 

proportion of any one crop to another varied from region to region (Figure 3). What is 

notable is that the desert fringes, the foothills, and the coastal plain all show high 

potential yields for cereal grains, and the desert fringes also have a drastically higher 

potential for keeping sheep and goats. If someone living in the central range needed 

grain, they would most likely go to the safest area and the region that could provide other 

staples as well.  

Security was a continual concern, as demonstrated by the repeated destruction of 

Bethel. Although the perpetrators of such destructions are unknown, the fact that Bethel 

is on a crossroad made it vulnerable to outside invaders. The encircled village walls, 

some of which were two to three meters thick, such as at Khirbet ed-Dawwara 

(Finkelstein 1990: 196-197) and at Khirbet Raddana may indicate a defensive strategy. 

Five spearheads were found at a small site south of Jerusalem, some of which were 

engraved in Canaanite script, servant of the lioness, and Son of Anat, the Canaanite war 

goddess (Dever 2005: 129). Not only are the weapons themselves evidence of security 

issues, the theophanic writings indicate that warfare was definitely of “ultimate concern” 

for the hill country dwellers; hence, they looked to their deities for intervention in such  
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FIGURE 3. Commodities in Ephraim within Mircoregions. 

 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 
This figure shows the three staple commodities that are still being cultivated in the central 
hill country: fruit (including olive oil and wine), grains, and livestock. These graphs are 
based on an ethnoarchaeological investigation of contemporary farmers and herding in 
the region of Ephraim. Extrapolating from this data, it is hypothesized that Iron I 
highland settlers who were known to have cultivated the same commodities, did so with 
similar distributions and restrictions on what surpluses could be created in each micro-
region. Figure 3 from Finkelstein 1988: 135. 
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matters. As mentioned, Khirbet Raddana manufactured weapons, and the site was 

destroyed ca. 1050 BCE. These clues indicate that security was a grave concern. 

Hill country settlers would not risk demonstrating their wealth, however meager, 

through trade with the lowlands when there was a market within their own territory that 

would not present a dire security risk. Trade with tribes living in the desert fringes was as 

accessible as trade with the foothill villages, except the desert fringe dwellers also had 

livestock, a commodity that people living in the southern slopes of Ephraim (like Khirbet 

Radanna) might need.  

 

Wealth and Honor 

Wealth and status within the hill country tribes may have been visible indicators 

of moral worth and divine blessings. Wealth has abstract value since it relates to concepts 

concerning “happiness and well-being” as well as material goods (cf. Stansell 2006: 95). 

Wealth at the subsistence level in a difficult environment, as was the central highlands 

(Bloch-Smith and Nakhai 1999; Hopkins 1987), includes not just subsistence security 

such as land, flocks, water, and people to work the land and provide security, but also 

honor. Honor relates to blessings, courage, daring, modesty and generosity. Honor is 

culturally specific, a group value and sentiment of worth that one inherits (ascribed 

honor) or is publicly acknowledged on account of accomplished deeds (acquired honor). 

As Stansell demonstrates, biblical wealth and honor are inextricably linked. He writes: 

Wealth, like clothing, is a replication of honor and evokes praise. Shame, as 
the opposite of honor, is denied and repudiated honor. To lose wealth, 
therefore, is “to be shamed.” On the other hand, to seek to gain or accumulate 
wealth is dishonorable (2006: 95). 
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For the earliest hill-country settlers, the seeking of wealth would be considered immodest 

and immoral because of the social expectation to share wealth among kin. However, such 

modesty is tempered by a desire to attain and maintain wealth so as to ensure the social 

security of immediate dependents. If a patron could not support dependents, meaning 

wives, children or clients, then that would also reflect poorly on an individual, and even a 

whole family.  

The loss of wealth and honor is mitigated by complex expectations about 

generosity, hospitality and patronage among kin and even through client-patron 

relationships. Wealth could be taken away by the vagaries of life on the frontier, but with 

honor one could re-acquire goods through the generosity of kinship ties, even formal 

patronage as a debt-client, or skilled deeds. Stories that illustrate these points include 

Jephthah, who through military deeds succeeds in re-entering the mišpāhâ that had exiled 

him (Judg 11). Jacob grows wealthy working for Laban as a client in exchange for wives 

and is able to “buy” back the favor of his brother whom he had deceived (Gen 29, 33). 

Abigail restores her family’s honor by giving David supplies when her husband would 

not, and is ultimately rewarded by becoming David’s wife (1 Sam 25: 1-45).  

Ascribed honor, meaning the honor of the clan, was a collective endeavor for all 

members of the mišpāhâ. Acquired honor ultimately relates to degrees of individual 

autonomy and how much individuals might change their respective status through skills 

and deeds. Public awareness of both ascribed and acquired honor was essential for both 

individuals and clans. Some public forum was necessary, and pilgrimage festivals where 
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clans could demonstrate their largesse and divine blessings would be an appropriate 

venue.  Individual men and women would also have a forum to demonstrate their skilled 

labor. 

 

Gift-Giving and Gift-Debt Relationships 

 Gift-giving and gift-debt relationships have been discussed as the way in which 

kin-based networks of patronage navigated the complex social boundaries between 

family members, extended kin, and outsiders. A sociological reading of biblical passages 

has led some scholars to believe that straightforward commercial transactions were not 

part of regular interactions with people who were kin, or might want to be perceived as 

kin (Stansell 1999: 78). As one scholar notes, any gift exchanged between kin and non-

kin creates or strengthens alliances because a gift accepted incurs the obligation of 

returning a gift (Sahlins 1972: 198-204). Gift-giving is complicated by the fact that the 

rejection of gifts or an inappropriate gift can inspire scorn and wrath, as demonstrated 

when Samson’s gift was rejected, which incurred cycles of violence (Judg 14: 20; 15: 2). 

Families would not enter the gift-debt bond without consideration. When people enter 

into a gift-debt bond with others, they are treated much like kin, even if they are not (yet) 

perceived as kin. Individuals or tribes of equal status would welcome such relationships.  

 The distribution of goods would have occurred publicly at the communal and 

family festivals and would have provided public evidence of people’s rank or favoritism 

within the family. The story of Hannah getting only one portion from her husband (1 Sam 

1), while her co-wife got two (because she had children) illustrates this practice. Such 
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exchanges continued in private among visiting relatives, between clans, and were 

expected among strangers in the form of hospitality. Among peers, gifts of equal value 

were exchanged as an expected protocol. The complicated exchanges involved the 

receiving and reciprocation of gifts (which might include goods, information, or 

status/honor) and were an art form that provided avenues for all members of the early 

Israelite society to achieve honor as well as vehicles to promote shame. 1 Samuel 10 

describes such activity when tribal men did not bring gifts to Saul because they did not 

think that he should be king.  

 Among equals, gift-debt exchanges become like commerce among two tribes. 

However, within families or among client-patrons, gifts are not reciprocated in the same 

way. Gifts to someone who is responsible for someone else may mean payment for 

services. Genesis 29 tells of Jacob, who worked for Laban as a client for many years in 

exchange for his wives. A client-caste of individuals and even whole tribes might work 

for a wealthier patron, and this may become a symbiotic relationship of dependable labor. 

L. Abu-Lughod discusses similar circumstances with her work in Egypt with the 

Bedouin. Some client-tribes lived as dependents to wealthier tribes in a symbiotic system 

that lasted for generations (1986: 83).  

 If the matriarch and patriarch want to give gifts to their dependents, then those are 

“pure gifts.” Usually, gifts to children are seen as an effort to spread inheritance, which 

will otherwise go to the eldest (Josh 15: 19, cf. Stansell 1999: 75). 
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Gift-Debt and Divine Intercession 

 The art form of gift-giving in everyday social interactions, its formal 

manifestation in the distribution of provisions, and the exchange of goods as 

covenants/contracts could also be used as informal “bribes” to people who had access to 

authority. People in need of favors would solicit the dependents of the influential person 

if they could not get a response, were rebuffed, or if their social ranking were such that it 

would be improper for them to directly solicit someone of higher status. Wives and 

servants were favored avenues of intercession. The exchange of gifts, including 

information, would be advantageous for dependents because they have the opportunity of 

gaining status by receiving gifts. Should they successfully intercede on someone else’s 

behalf, they would be owed continued favors and might reap future rewards.  

 Such practices also relate to the divine realm. The complicated social stratigraphy 

of ancient Israelite families, whose boundaries were constantly being renegotiated 

through births, deaths, contracts, major and minor social infractions, intercession, and gift 

exchanges, was formally recognized at least annually during communal festivals and at 

family New Moon festivals. However, even with some public display, rankings among 

the majority of family members were ambiguous and in flux. The divine realm was no 

different. Although the main gods such as El, Asherah, Yahweh, Baal, Anat, and Astarte 

may have been self-evident, there was a host of other lesser deities as well as astral 

figures, such as the sun, moon, and stars (Smith 1990: 145; Zevit 2001: 648-652; Wright 



90 
 

 

2000: 62-72). Finally, there were family gods, which included the ancestral ancestors 

(van der Toorn 1996: 74, 80-81, 133, 136-138; Parker 2006: 77-80). 

 Goddesses and gods who were wives, mothers, servants, family gods, and 

ancestors were favorite mediums of intercession to more major deities in the Ancient 

Near East among the Assyrians, Babylonians, Hittites, Phoenicians, and Canaanites 

(Parker 2006: 77-79). Presentation scenes are ubiquitous on cylinder seals whereby a 

deity leads a petitioner to the main god or is seen standing behind him or her with arms 

raised (Keel and Uehlinger 1998). Asherah serves as a main intercessor in Ugaritic texts. 

Her service as intercessory is corroborated on the inscriptions at Kuntillet ‘Ajrud and 

Khirbet el-Qom. Asherah is regarded as the ideal intercessor with the high gods because 

she is the wife of the chief deity, recognized as El or Yahweh by the majority of the 

population in the Iron Age, and she is the mother of all the gods. As wife and mother, she 

has great influence to those seeking intercession, and her appeal would extend from the 

king to the lowest-born servant girl.  

 

Discussion 

 Scholars often state that hill country settlers were “autarchic” (Finkelstein 1986) 

and self-sustaining (Dever 1991). At least in the central hill country, this does not appear 

to be entirely true. The ecological portrait painted by Hopkins (1987), Bloch-Smith and 

Nakhai (1999), Finkelstein (1988: 119), and Meyers (1995) suggests that, within the 

rugged terrain of the central hill country, diverse yields of cereal, fruit, and herding were 

managed by individual villages as a strategy to ensure that, at least collectively, the 
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community could survive. The unique above-ground granaries at ‘Ai, the amount of 

storage vessels for liquid, and the lack of silos at Khirbet Radanna suggest that village 

communities had specialized agricultural surpluses. Since these villages also demonstrate 

little evidence of outside trade in terms of pottery or luxury wares, it does not appear that 

they were trading with the lowlands, but rather with one another. Trade, even travel, to 

the lowlands may have been avoided because of security issues. Individual families may 

have planted diverse crops with the notion of variety and sustainability through the long 

rainy months of winter; however, the unpredictability of precipitation and the variety of 

temperate zones means one family might lose a harvest while, only a kilometer away and 

a few weeks later, another family might have a crop or even a bounty.    

Such ecology has several sociological implications. The primary consideration is 

how communities shared resources. There were no commercial centers in the central hill 

country and, although it is possible that people loaded surpluses onto donkeys and took 

caravans of surpluses from village to village, such a method seems inefficient.   

Kinship groups, meaning families within the mišpāhâ, may have lived in different 

ecological zones and gathered together for family events, such as funerals, weddings, and 

family feasts. There were social expectations to share wealth among family members 

within the early Israelite family. Kin-based networks of patronage might stretch an entire 

clan to the carrying capacity if one family group suffered the loss of a harvest or 

livestock, which would leave other members of the clan vulnerable to debt-servitude to a 

wealthier tribe. Becoming dependent upon another tribe likely meant accepting their 

patron family gods (Ruth 1: 16) and either rejecting or humbling your own gods and 
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ancestors, as demonstrated by Jacob burying the family gods under the tree at Shechem 

once he makes a covenant with YHWH (Gen 35: 4). Burying the gods was not a casual 

deed, as demonstrated by the sacred site chosen to bury the gods (under a sacred tree) and 

also by the fact that Jacob’s wives buried offerings of jewelry with their gods. There were 

religious and subsistence motivations for individuals and families to seek intercession 

during difficult times. Alternatively, there were motivations for clans that were doing 

well to exchange their harvests. Reconciling both of these basic subsistence needs would 

require inter-tribal religious festivals. 

All clans within the hill country needed avenues to gather together and exchange 

goods for practical reasons of survival. Security and subsistence were strong motivations 

for tribes to seal alliances with gift-debt relationships, although the obligations of debt-

gift relationships could also cause conflict. Ideologically, such trade would need to occur 

in an environment that would not shame those families who were struggling.  At the same 

time, successful clans needed to trade their surpluses for other staples. Aside from 

practical subsistence needs, given an opportunity to demonstrate their largesse and 

associated moral worth provided avenues for tribes who were enjoying success to 

capitalize on it, and garner strategic allies, clients for labor, and marriage alliances with 

other wealthy tribes.  This was accomplished through gift-giving and possibly the 

redistribution of goods at communal festivals. 

The pageantry described biblically with ritual dances, music and feasting would 

provide individuals opportunities to demonstrate their skills, which might benefit 

themselves and their tribe. Women, even more then men, would provide the visible 
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manifestation of status to their tribe during pilgrimage festivals since their skills as 

weavers, bakers, dancers and musicians were elemental parts of the entire affair (Meyers 

1991; Ackerman 2006).  

Archaeological evidence demonstrates that open-air sites, located in peripheral 

areas, brought diverse clans together at a site with consensual religious symbolism in 

neutral territories. Such sites include Mt. Ebal, The Bull Site, Bedhat es-Sha’ab, Masu’a, 

Yafit, and el-‘Unuq. Shiloh was also a cult place during this period, although the nature 

of the ceremonies conducted there is unclear. Several of these sites will be discussed in 

the next chapter in more detail 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

TEXTUAL AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE FOR PILGRIMAGE 
IN THE IRON I CENTRAL HIGHLANDS 

 
 

Introduction 

Ancient Israelite pilgrimage has been discussed primarily within the national 

arena, when Israel coalesced into a nation with Jerusalem as a capital city (Smith and 

Bloch-Smith 1997). Interest by scholars and laymen in the national feasts in Jerusalem is 

self-evident, as pilgrimage to the temple described in the Bible served as a model for 

pilgrimage for millennia. According to Exodus 23: 14-17, Exodus 34: 22-23, and 

Deuteronomy 16: 16, pilgrimages followed the harvests and were to be made three times 

a year: Feast of the Unleavened Bread/Passover in the spring; the late spring/early 

summer Festival of Weeks, seven weeks later; and Booths in early autumn. Some 

scholars maintain that the national pilgrimages to Jerusalem were mandated by the 

monarchy to legitimize authority and co-opt support for local leadership, thus 

undermining clan solidarity and local ritual practices (Smith and Bloch-Smith 1997: 55). 

But what were local practices in the Iron I highlands? Some scholars predict that regional 

harvest festivals were important opportunities to create inter-tribal solidarity during the 

earliest cohesion of Israelite identity (Joffe 1999: 29), and others suggest that at least 

some of these festivities were pan-tribal events (van der Toorn 1996: 56-58).  However, 

only a few descriptions link the textual, archaeological, and sociological pictures of 
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highland life together that describe these events or clearly support an inter-tribal 

component.  

This chapter explores the evidence for early Israelite pilgrimage in the central 

highlands by investigating the textual and archaeological evidence that indicates people 

journeyed to sacred places and had public feasts and processions in the central hill 

country in the early Iron I period.  

 

Biblical Evidence for Pilgrimage 

In Hebrew, xag means a “festival,” “feast” or a “sacrificial victim,” and in verb 

form, xagag means “to make a pilgrim’s feast.” xag comes from the Semitic root xug, “to 

encircle,” or in some interpretations “to dance” (Koehler et al. 1994: 289-90; Brown et al. 

1979: 290-291; Botterweck et al. 1981: 201-213). Scholars have discussed the etymology 

of these words and their biblical usage in describing ritual dancing as an integral part of 

festivals (Mazar 2003: 126; Neubauer 1985: 13; Seger 1992). xag may have been in 

many instances a pilgrimage festival that required groups to gather to a place where a 

ritual dance or performance transpired, culminating in a ritual meal of a sacrificial 

animal. Such a festival would require space for processions and dancing, areas for people 

to gather and witness the ceremonies, and depending upon the distance people traveled, 

provisions for the time spent at the site.  

 Pilgrimage might also be referenced biblically through the verb ‘alah, “to go up, 

ascend, climb” (Koehler et al. 1994: 828-830; Brown et al. 1979: 748-750; Botterweck 

and Ringgren et al. 2000: 76-95). In reference to pilgrimage, ‘alah is used in some 
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biblical narratives to describe the encounter with God, who dwells in heaven, in a 

sanctuary or in the mountains (e.g. Gen 50: 14; Num 32: 11); in such contexts the verb 

can be interpreted as a technical term for “to go on a pilgrimage” (Botterweck et al. 2000: 

89). Aliyah is not associated with pilgrimage feasts in the Bible and when used, it is 

translated as “rooftop or or upper room” (Koehler et al. 1994: 832); however, the term 

developed out of the biblical tradition to mean “pilgrimage” by the Tannaitic period (ca. 

70-200 CE) according to the Encyclopedia Judaica (Safrai et al. 2007: 154-158). The use 

of the term aliyah, from ‘alah, as a pilgrimage is exemplified by the immigration to Israel 

for those who believe it to be a religious obligation (e.g. Gen 13:1, 46:4). Aliyah le regel 

also means “pilgrimage” (literally the “ascent by foot”) and evolved out of the mandate to 

attend festivals in Jerusalem, e.g. Deut. 23: 14-17 (ibid.). Aliyah el regel is used to 

discuss the voluntary visits to saints’ tombs in the same manner that ziara (visits) is used 

in the Islamic context (cf. Meri 2002: 8, 59-65; Reiner 1988).  

A. Zertal suggested in media interviews concerning his excavations of “foot-

shaped enclosures” that date to the Iron I period that a literal understanding of aliyah el 

regel underscores the importance of pilgrimage to a destination that resembled a foot 

(Shapira 2009). Late Bronze Age examples indicate the symbolic importance concerning 

prostrating oneself at the feet of a deity and include descriptions in the Amarna Letters, 

which date from the fourteenth century BCE. Canaanite princes describe themselves 

beneath the feet of the Pharaoh or as “dust under the feet” as a routine greeting (Petrie 

2007: 185 see letters Yabitiri, EA 79, EA 298, among others). The Iron Age sanctuary 

(1300 -740 BCE) of ‘Ain Dara in Syria provides a graphic example of the presence of the 
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deity represented by feet as several sets of enormous foot prints, each three feet long, are 

carved into the basalt flagstone of the temple. The feet are shown pausing at the doorway, 

and then striding toward the inner sanctuary where the god (or in this case, probably 

goddess) resided (Monson 2000: 32-33). Two of the “foot-shaped” enclosures found in 

the central hill country of the southern Levant, the site at Mt. Ebal and one at Bedhat esh-

Sha’ab, will be discussed in more detail below. The three other sites that Zertal has 

excavated are not yet available for analysis.  

The destinations of local festivals remain a mystery, although bāmôt are likely 

candidates. Bāmôt were well-known shrines to biblical writers as they are referenced one 

hundred times in both positive and negative contexts. Recent scholars have documented 

the biblical (LaRocca-Pitts 1994: 145-182; Zevit 2001: 262-263) and archaeological 

(Nakhai 2001: 161-168, 192-193; Dever 2005: 135-167) evidence for such sites. These 

sites were a specific type of cult place, often open-air and communal. They may have had 

distinct features, such as a standing stone, altar, and tree or pole, or some combination of 

these elements (LaRocca-Pitts 1994). They served a city and its regional community as a 

place to sacrifice, petition, and mostly celebrate feasts and celebrations. The story of 

Hannah making a vow during a family feast at Shiloh may represent a festival at a 

regional bāmâ in Iron Age Israel (1 Sam 10). Another story describes Saul looking for his 

father’s donkeys and meeting Samuel (1 Sam 9: 1-10:16). This narrative gives clues 

about the nature and rituals surrounding shrines, many of which are mentioned 

specifically as bāmôt. Saul meets people going to shrines with bread, such as Rachel’s 

Tomb (1 Sam 10: 2); he sees a band of prophets coming down from a bāmâ being led by 
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a group of musicians, possibly women (1 Sam 10:5, see Burgh 2006: 98); Samuel invites 

Saul to share a ritual meal with thirty men who have gathered at the local shrine (1 Sam 

9: 12); and the cycle closes with Saul visiting a bāmâ where his family is having a meal (I 

Sam 10: 14-16) (van der Toorn 1996: 214-215). Biblical passages indicate that there were 

communal shrines where people gathered, music and processions took place, and feasts 

were shared.  

 

Pilgrimage Seasons 

 The Gezer Calendar focuses exclusively on what agricultural goods were to be 

harvested or sown month by month; however, there was also one month dedicated 

harvests and festivals. This calendar, coupled with the biblical associations with 

established pilgrimage feasts that developed in the Iron II period, such as the Jerusalem 

feasts, underscores the importance of having days set aside specifically for religious 

practices, a tradition that was shared by neighboring societies such as Emar in Syria 

during the thirteenth century BCE. Fleming (1995) compares the archival material from 

Emar that discusses a special month that had several three-day allotments set aside for 

processional feasts, as well as offerings to the dead at different locations that were 

possibly in reverence of ancestors (146). Van der Toorn (1996) also uses extra-textual 

evidence to suggest that the two or three days when the moon disappears to when the 

crescent can be seen (the interlunial days) are holy days set aside when people would 

gather with family at communal gathering places, conduct family feasts, and pay homage 

to their ancestral/patron gods. He associates the Saul Cycle narrative described above as 
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detailing a two or three day interlunial period where many people are out making 

personal and communal pilgrimages (211-218). 

Monthly feasts were prepared at the New Moon; such New Moon minor festivals 

are attested in several biblical passages (2 Kgs 4: 22; Isa 1: 13; Hos 2: 13; Amos 8: 5) and 

were codified with instruction as to the types of meals to be sacrificed and shared (Num 

28: 14). Annual clan-wide festivals were mandated at some point and included the entire 

mišpāhâ, both living and dead ancestors. According to van der Toorn (1996) the timing 

of the annual family sacrifice varied according to the needs of individual families, but it 

would always be held at the occasion of a New Moon (212). All male kin were required 

to attend, as attested by David who avoided the invitation of the king to participate in his 

ritual meal in order to attend his own family’s festival. This event was held on the New 

Moon and lasted two days (1 Sam 20: 5-6, 28-29).  

The vagaries of life on the frontier may have made monthly gatherings a 

necessary component of life, as the opportunity to gather together routinely would 

provide families the ability to assess the needs of others and share resources before 

situations became dire. An annual event, such as a month dedicated to the cycles of 

pilgrimage, would also be appropriate, particularly at the end of the year, before the 

winter rains and when the fruit harvest was ready. This time, which was the “Festival of 

the Ingathering” (Exod 23: 16; 34: 22) by Iron II, would make economic and sociological 

sense in the hill country as an extended period where people would gather together. In 

general, communities could come together and share food, stories, ritual songs, and 

dancing. Excavations at several sites document that large crowds could be 
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accommodated, processions were part of the celebrations, and that extended visits likely 

occurred. 

 

Open-Air Sanctuaries as Pilgrimage Destinations in Late Bronze Age-Iron I Central 
Highlands 
 

Pilgrimage is demonstrated in the archaeological record by evidence of extensive 

human activity in environments that make little strategic sense in terms of subsistence or 

security. Sites that show activity in areas that are inhospitable for habitation, with poor 

access to water, and in areas that may have other religious connotations, such as on 

mountains or near cemeteries, suggest religious motivations. Non-essential activity alone 

does not indicate religious motivations, although evidence for communal gatherings, 

where processions and pageants could be conducted and witnessed, along with artifacts 

suggesting meals and storage for water or wine for extended stays, might indicate such 

motivations.  

Religious activity is demonstrated through the demarcation of sacred space, 

usually delineated by a low wall that encloses a courtyard area, sometimes referred to as a 

temenos wall. Enclosed in this space will be evidence of ritual practices, most discernible 

if there is a focal point of veneration such as an altar, podium, or standing stone. Ritual 

activity within the sacred precinct of open-aired spaces will include spatial orientations 

and structures aligned so that performances can be conducted and witnessed by an 

audience, either inside or outside of the temenos walls. Pilgrimage festivals require feasts, 

which is evident through the storage, processing, and presentation of food and drink. 

Sacrificial presentations will be evident through burned bone and ash that indicate an 
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animal was incinerated and not cooked for food, although sacrifices did not always have 

to be burned (Levine 2002: 134). Dedicated objects will bolster the religious nature of a 

site and might include offerings and luxury wares. Food was the most precious 

commodity in Iron I and a traditional part of sacrificial presentations. Food production at 

sacred sites for sacrifices might mirror feasting activity. 

 In the Iron I highlands, there are three excavated and published sites that will be 

explored as pilgrimage destinations. These are the Bull Site, Mt. Ebal, and Bedhat esh-

Sha’ab. Surveyed sites that share many similar features but have not been written about 

include Yafit, Masu’a, and el-Unuq (Zertal and Ben-Yosef 2006: 518).  

  

The Bull Site  

Almost a kilometer off the road leading from Dothan to Tirzeh, the Bull Site is located 

near the top of a hill along the edge of the Samarian mountain range (Figure 4). On one 

side, the hill slopes to the summit. From the opposite end of the site, a ridge drops 

sharply, and there is a panoramic view. The excavator writes about his exhilaration 

seeing important mountains from the site, including Mt. Tabor, Mt. Merion, Mt. Carmel, 

Mt. Gilboa, and Jebel Tamun (Mazar 1983: 34). This site is so named because of a well-

preserved bronze bull, found by a local hiker that eventually brought excavators to the 

site. The bull has a regal stance and is one hundred seventy-five centimeters long and 

twelve and a half centimeters high. It shares similar features with a bull found at Hazor  
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FIGURE 4.  Map of the Bull Site. 

 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

This figure shows an area map and reconstruction of the Bull Site. The north entrance 
shown in the reconstruction may not have existed, however whether or not there was 
more than one entrance, the location of the standing stone to one small quadrant of the 
area suggests people needed to circle the area, possibly in processions. The top figure is 
from Mazar 1982: 34 figure 5 and the reconstruction is from Zevit 2001: 177 figure 3.27. 
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from the Late Bronze period that is seven centimeters long and made to fit on some kind 

of standard or base because of the pegs in its feet (Mazar 1983: 39).  

The site is demarcated by an elliptical wall made of fieldstones preserved in 

places up to one meter high and it encloses an area of twenty-one by approximately 

twenty-three meters. Because the north quadrant is completely eroded, the length of the 

space is questionable. Zevit (2001: 178) estimates that the perimeter wall would have 

stood at least one to two meters high. The walls were founded on bedrock, and the inner 

courtyard may have had a packed earth floor, which has since eroded (Mazar 1982: 33). 

There may have been divisions within the courtyard interior spaces, delineated with small 

stone walls. 

Within the courtyard, a large, rectangular, crudely dressed stone measuring three 

by four feet was found and is considered a maccēbâ. It is the largest stone in the area and 

would have required several strong people to move it upright. There are several other 

large stones around it. Several flat stones may have been offering tables or possibly other 

fallen standing stones. Fragments of artifacts, such as a bronze sheet (which is possibly a 

kind of mirror), a ceramic incense burner or model shrine, cooking pots, bowls, bones, 

and numerous flints were found around the stones (Mazar 1982: 26-37). The exact setting 

in which the bull stood is unknown. Mazar speculates that “the empty center of the circle 

was perhaps reserved for a sacred tree” (Mazar 1990: 351). 

Zevit comments that, while visiting the site, he discovered a stone outline of a 

building with three rooms outside the temenos wall. The building was to the north and 
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slightly downhill, with a lined path leading up the hill to the site. Diagnostic sherds date it 

to the Iron I period (2001: 179). Although only a small amount of pottery was recovered 

from the site, Mazar dates the site to the twelfth century BCE based on cooking pot rims; 

however, Finkelstein (1998: 96-97) points out that over ninety percent of the pottery 

sherds around the Bull Site are of the “Einum type”, a pottery style that some scholars 

date to the Middle Bronze period (Zertal 1988: 144). Based on this analysis, Finkelstein 

suggests that the site could have originated in the Middle Bronze II Period, ca. 1600 

BCE, and was reused in Iron I. There may have been other open-air sites in the region in 

the Middle Bronze period, such as a site near the city of Samaria on the summit of Jebel 

el-Ruka (Finkelstein 1994: 167-168). Observations of this site indicate that it has a 

temenos wall and an interior large low oval platform; however, this site on the Jebel el-

Ruka summit has not yet been excavated. 

 

Mt. Ebal 

 On Mt. Ebal, an open-air structure was built on a plateau about one hundred fifty 

meters from the top of the mountain, on what the excavator describes would be the last 

step to the summit visible from the valley below (Zertal 1985). It was built in the late 

thirteenth or early twelfth century BCE, underwent at least two phases, and was 

abandoned by 1000 BCE, possibly earlier (Zertal 1986; Finkelstein 1988: 82-85; Zevit 

2001: 196-201).  
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FIGURE 5. Area Map of Mt. Ebal  
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Initially, a circular two-meter wide installation was built at a high point on the plateau, 

with a wall enclosing it and an area of about one acre (Figure 5). Later, the  

structure was elaborated into an almost square, eight by nine meter rectangle with its four 

corners aligned with the compass points. Constructed around its sides and front were 

benches, with two adjoining small courtyards that were separated by a ramp leading to 

the top of the platform. Fill used in the construction of this second phase was full of ash 

and burned animal bone, suggesting that the construction of this phase was in tandem 

with sacrifices that were purposefully placed within the platform as it was being 

constructed. The platform stood (and still stands) approximately three  meters high from 

bedrock, although because it is on the highest point of the plateau, it is even more 

elevated than the surrounding area and commands the view of the entire area. 

Conversely, it can be seen from anywhere in the valley as well. 

A long and meandering temenos wall was built in a roughly narrow elliptical 

shape that follows the slope and encompasses an area of over three acres with the 

platform located far in the northwest quadrant. A second interior wall demarcates the area 

around the platform and uses part of the earlier temenos wall. Both the interior and  

exterior walls mirror one another. There may have been other interior courtyards 

delineated by low walls, but these features are unclear. The interior area is accessible 

through an entrance of almost eight meters, with three wide steps. The long outside wall 

is poorly preserved in places, but it appears that the entrance to the compound would 

have been from the farthest point of the courtyard, to the southeast about one kilometer  
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from the platform. Anyone entering the interior courtyard would need to walk over one 

kilometer to reach the entrance to the inner courtyard. To enter, one would have to pass in 

front of the platform, and turn and ascend back towards it, thus providing ample viewing 

for those assembled on or near the platform and for anyone watching from the perimeter. 

An Iron I building was discovered to the east of the complex, but it has not been 

excavated.  

Artifacts indicating intensive use of the site surround the platform and are located 

throughout the site. Massive amounts of pottery such as pithoi, jars, and bowls were 

found at the site, many of which were placed in over seventy small (thirty to seventy 

centimeters in diameter) stone-lined pits (Zertal 1985: 34; 1987: 35). These installations 

are possible repositories for offerings. Over fifty fragments of bronze, iron, and gold were 

found in the area, some within one or more of the pits. The amount of metal fragments is 

notable compared to only eight metal items found at contemporary village site Izbet 

Sartah (Zertal 1986-1987: 150). Also of note are a collection of bronze bracelets with 

parallels from the Timna Hathor sanctuary in the Sinai that were left as votives. Scarabs 

were also found from the nineteenth and twentieth dynasties, which support a thirteenth 

or twelfth century BCE date. In addition to luxury items, such as metal and scarabs, there 

were over thirty-four pieces of grinding stones found throughout the site, indicating that 

some kind of food preparation took place there that required milling grain at the site. 

Because there is no water source nearby, the numerable pithoi indicate that water, or 

wine, must have been packed in and stored in these large jars. A four-sided trapezoidal 

seal made of soft white limestone was also found. Hawkins (2007: 82-84) discusses this 
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artifact at length and concludes that the abstract design on one side might represent a 

schematic map of the site with the altar. He compares this to a seal found at Arad from 

the eighth century (Stratum IX) that appears to be a map of the site (Aharoni 1968: 9). 

Although centuries apart, the use of conical stamps with the “logo” of the sacred site may 

have been used to mark sanctified goods from the site for personal use in the home, either 

for household shrines or for personal petitions at other shrines.  

The excavator interpreted this site as an altar, specifically “Joshua’s 

Altar,” possibly used by Israelites as a counter weight to the Shechem sanctuary located 

in the valley below (Zertal 1986-1987). Some scholars found that the scale of this 

interpretation was too broad (e.g., Finkelstein 1993), although others accept the cultic 

nature of the site (e.g., Zevit 2001). One notable exception was Kempinski (1986), who 

thought the platform might be a watchtower. The rectangular installation and distribution 

of conventional materials, such as pithoi and grinding stones, are at odds with any known 

domestic use. The small settlement observed nearby, although not excavated, would not 

account for the large amount of artifacts and their distribution over such a wide area. The 

location of the site, on a mountain with no other Iron I settlements except burials, is 

notable. Evidence supports interpretation of the site as a seasonal pilgrimage center 

where food and offerings were given and ritual meals eaten (Zevit 2001: 200-201). 

E. Bloch-Smith discusses the El-‘Aqaba necropolis to the west of the Mt. Ebal  

site in her survey of Late Bronze Age-Iron I tombs. She predicts that the Mt. Ebal.site 

perhaps established the mountain’s sacredness from the Late Bronze-Iron I period to the  
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FIGURE 6. Reconstruction of the altar at Mt. Ebal and Bedhat esh Sha’ab. 

 

 

Reconstructions of two ceremonial sites that show some of the topographic and spatial 
elements that  both encourage the movement of people through the space as participants 
in processions or dances, and areas for people to witness such events. Top figure taken 
from Zevit 2001: 197, figure 3:40 and the lower drawing is by J. Dekel taken from Zertal 
and Ben-Yosef 2009: 522, figure 4.
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local population who then buried their dead there (2004: 81). The converse could be true 

as well, that pilgrimage to the Mt. Ebal site annually or seasonally could be part of clan 

celebrations that included the ancestral dead; therefore, the site evolved near the burial 

ground. 

 

Bedhat esh-Sha’ab 

 This site is located at the edge of the hill country, at the base of the Ras el-

Kharrubeh range as it ends at the Jordan River Valley. The site is situated between a 

steep slope and a deep wadi, the Wadi Umm Kharrubeh that feeds into the Jordan River 

several kilometers away (Figures 6 and 7).  Zertal found this site during his survey of the 

Manasseh territory in 1989, and five test soundings were placed in several areas in 2002 

and 2003 over a total of two weeks. Based on diagnostic pottery, the site was founded in 

the late thirteenth through early twelfth century BCE, and occupation continued into the 

Iron II period until it was completely abandoned in the eighth century BCE (Zertal and 

Ben-Yosef 2009: 525). The excavator made note that the site was six hundred meters 

from an ancient road that ran between Jericho and Beth Shean, and was almost 

equidistant between the two cities (ibid., 517). However, it is important to note that when 

the site was founded, Jericho was abandoned.  According to Dorsey (1991) this area did 

not have a road that continued north along the Jordan Valley to the west of the river. This 

site was in a peripheral zone not heavily trafficked by urban traders, as were the other 

sites described as having similar attributes such as Yafit, Masu’a and El-Unuq.   
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Figure 7. Area map of Bedhat es Sha’ab  

 

Zertal and Ben-Yosef 2009: 520. Figure 3 
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The site is delineated by a long low wall built in an elliptical shape that encompasses an 

area approximately one hundred seventy by eighty-eight meters. The wall is one half 

meter high and is comprised of large fieldstones. The wall dips in at one point, and from 

above, looks like a shoe or footprint. The excavators think the shape is meaningful, 

particularly because other sites in the hill country, Masua, Yafit, el-‘Unuq, and Mt. Ebal, 

share this feature and the inner and outer enclosures (Zertal and Ben-Yosef 2009: 518, 

526). Mt. Ebal’s general shape is elliptical with an indentation that is mirrored by both 

the inner and outer walls, although it is far more angular in shape. Mt. Ebal does not 

immediately bring to mind a footprint; however, its general shape and features do suggest 

a similar function in planning and pageantry, despite the differences.  

At Bedhat esh-Sha’ab, the wall along the curve of the “heel” has two courses of 

stones that are separated by two meters. Between these two stone walls, the ground is 

raised and paved with rough stones that create what the excavators call a “processional 

road” (ibid., 521). This road leads from the slope of this hill and makes a wide curve to 

an entrance. The entire site is clearly visible from the slope, which creates an 

amphitheatre-like seating. 

 An interior wall, also made of two courses of fieldstones, encloses an area that is 

approximately forty-six by thirty meters in size. These inner walls run straight where they 

abut the slope, and they make two neat corners and run perpendicular for a stretch away 

from the slope toward the entrance; then the wall bows, meandering somewhat, as it 

follows the contours of the outside wall. This interior wall is one meter high (twice the 

height of the outside wall), and has only one break that might indicate an entrance, 
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located in the southeast corner. The interior of this inner courtyard has not been 

excavated.  

 The inner courtyard and the outer wall create several distinct spaces within the 

compound. The largest courtyard makes up the “toe” of the footprint, and this entire area 

is slightly lower than the rest of the compound. Small curving walls can be detected that 

may have been constructed to combat erosion (ibid, 518) or possibly are eroded interior 

courtyards or installations. In patches, a pavement of rough stones that may have covered 

the entire area is apparent. In one quadrant, a circular stone platform made of large 

fieldstones rises one and a half meters and measuring six meters across. The structure 

was partially surrounded by a rough stone pavement where twenty-two animal bones 

were collected, among them sheep, goats, cattle, and one donkey (ibid., 520). The 

excavators conclude that food preparation took place near this circular platform because 

the majority of cooking pot sherds, which made up 53 percent of the assemblage, and jars 

were found concentrated in the area. Other ceramics included kraters, bowls, and a few 

pithoi. Fragments of basalt grinding stones were also found, indicating that grain was 

processed at the site. 

 The long history of this site and its lack of structural changes over time suggest 

that the purpose of its construction was recognized and used over the centuries without 

need of modification. The lack of symmetry in the construction of the site, the 

processional road, and alternating entrances suggest that a recognized blueprint for a 

procession or pageantry was the purpose of its choreographed construction. Artifacts 

suggest that feasts took place here that were prepared on-site, as animals were butchered, 
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grain-ground for meal or bread, and cooked in pots. Drinking also took place, as 

represented by kraters and jugs. The concentration of food preparation around the circular 

platform suggests that this may have been the podium where food items were created and 

possibly presented.  The podium does not appear to be the central focus of the complex, 

as based on the processional road and entrance; it appears that the inner courtyard is the 

main focal point.  

 
Discussion of Open-Air Ceremonial Sites 

 Ceremonial sites will require open spaces for processions and dancing, space and 

visibility for an audience, evidence of feasting, and a focal point of veneration. The ritual 

use of space for processions would include a temenos wall that would demarcate sacred 

space. The use of space, in terms of how the movement of people was choreographed, 

should be considered.  Offering and sacrifices would further clarify cultic associations.  

 These three sites have many similarities, as well as some major differences. The 

Bull Site is definitely cultic in nature. It has a temenos wall, a focal point of veneration 

with the standing stone, and offerings. It is difficult to know if the bull statue was a focal 

point of veneration or a dedicated offering. If an offering, it may indicate the wealth and 

prestige of a patron because the bull is so well made.  

 Although few in number, the fragments of cooking pots may indicate that meals 

were cooked at the Bull Site. Although there is a possible domestic site nearby, it is 

downhill from the shrine, so it is doubtful that the domestic assemblage would have 

washed in. There were ninety-six flints found on the site, with twenty-four tools: three 

perforators, five scrapers, and one sickle. Based on the number of cores found, it was 
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determined that many of the flakes were made on the site with only the sickle having 

been imported (Rosen 1982: 41). The number of stone flakes is noteworthy, especially 

compared to the paucity of pottery and other domestic finds. It is possible meat was 

butchered or hides processed.  

 One of the things that sets the Bull Site apart from the other two sites is that it is 

much smaller. It is only twenty meters in diameter and, with the state of preservation, it is 

difficult to assess whether people could see into the temenos area, or whether ritual 

activity would all have been conducted and viewed from inside an enclosed space. The 

descriptions of the site from the excavator and pictures from publications do not indicate 

the context of the site well enough to evaluate whether crowds could gather nearby and 

see into the temenos area. It is not possible to evaluate if the temenos area is a focal point 

for a larger assembly that could see in from outside the sacred area, or whether the site 

itself demarcates private space for only those inside the walls.  

Inside the sacred space, there are no discernible focal points of attention except 

for the standing stone, which is located to one side of the elliptical area. The excavator, 

A. Mazar, suggested a sacred tree may have stood in the middle of the shrine, but that is 

impossible to know for sure. It is noteworthy that the standing stone and altar are not 

centered in the space, as one might expect if they were the focal point of veneration. 

Mazar reconstructed a second entrance to the north that does not appear to have much 

validity from the site plan. Whether or not the area had one or two entrances, the standing 

stone is to the left of the one clear entrance, and it appears to have been partially 

concealed by the entrance wall as it curved in. The use of space suggests that people may 
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have been encouraged to circle along the perimeter of the temenos wall and approach the 

standing stone from the south. 

With so little evidence of food preparation, and considering the small size of the 

structure, the Bull Site is unlikely as a place where inter-tribal groups gathered 

collectively unless it can be established that the site could be viewed from outside the 

temenos wall.  It may have served smaller families in ritual activity, as well as individual 

petitioners.  

 The other two sites are more clearly designed to hold crowds of people, both as 

participants and as audience members. Both the Mt. Ebal and the Bedhat es-Sha’ab 

temenos walls and entrances are structured to encourage the serpentine movement of 

people through the space. This movement requires people to cross in front of focal points 

where spectator or officiants might see them, and cross back in order to enter other areas 

within the structure. This is clearly delineated at Mt. Ebal as the three wide steps 

ascending to the interior temenos area required people to cross in front of the platform 

before approaching, thus providing people gathered above or below the altar the ability to 

see who was processing and what they were bringing.  Space in both areas encouraged 

the gathering of people as spectators. The hill next to the Bedhat es-Sha’ab site provides 

room for an audience to see all the activity at once. The processional road that curves 

toward the central enclosure, and then turns sharply away, would force anyone walking 

inside the road to loop back around to get into the temenos area. This movement of 

people suggests a choreographed arena for specific ritual events. The open “toe” area 

with the circular podium, the grinding stones, and concentration of cooking pots indicate 
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that food preparation took place at the site. The excavators, Zertal and Ben-Yosef, 

suggest that the podium may have been a focal point for presentation offerings, and also 

where people gathered to feast (2009: 526). Although this site had no finds that would be 

of a cultic nature, the overwhelming theatre of the construction of the space suggests that 

it was used for ritual activity that included processions and meals. Fragments of pithoi 

were found at both the Mt. Ebal and Bedhat esh Sha’ab sites which further indicates that 

people who came to the site required the storage of water or wine for drinking and this 

would indicate an extensive stay, possibly several days depending upon the number of 

people who journeyed there with provisions.  

 Mt. Ebal also shares the choreographed elements of Bedhat es-Sha’ab. As 

mentioned, the main feature that suggests processions were choreographed is the long, 

wide stairs fashioned eight meters wide that forced people to serpentine toward the altar 

after approaching for nearly a kilometer within the walled enclosure. Burned bone and 

ash deposits suggest that sacrifices took place on the altar, and the relatively high number 

of small pits, many of which had luxury finds such as precious metal scrapes, bronze 

ankle bracelets (similar to ones found at an established Egyptian shrine at Timna that 

were clearly votive in nature), and scarabs indicate that these may have been established 

for offerings to be left or possibly exchanged at the site. Finally, the large number of 

pithoi indicate that people also came here with provisions to remain for extended periods 

of time, although there is no corresponding domestic structures except a small house 

outside of the temenos area that has not been excavated.  
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Shiloh in Iron I 

Shiloh was in continual use throughout the Late Bronze Age as one of the few 

sites in the region. In the mid-twelfth century, long, pillared houses were constructed on 

the western slope of the summit by reworking the Middle Bronze fortifications. Oriented 

along a strict north-south, east-west axis, the buildings were mainly storage areas since 

they were full of pithoi found in situ when the site was destroyed in the mid- to late-

eleventh century. There were also cooking pots near an ash pit, a cistern, and grinding 

stones found in the area (Finkelstein 1988: 222-225). 

The care, quality, and uniformity of construction led the excavator, I. Finkelstein, 

to consider these structures to be part of a larger complex. The Middle Bronze Age wall 

used in these lower storage rooms would have been the terrace support for a complex 

heading toward the summit where the sanctuary would have been. These lower rooms 

located along the steep slope may have functioned as basements for the complex. In 

almost every part of the Shiloh excavation, some kind of Iron I storage facility was 

found: Area E had rock-hewn installations with several collared-rim store jars; Area D 

had fourteen stone-lined silos, some with carbonized wheat and others with raisins (ibid., 

226-7). 

Debris found on top of the destruction level, presumably swept down from the 

summit, included large amounts of animal bone and Iron I pottery. Because pottery 

throughout the highlands had few decorations, the fragments of a cooking pot with a 

lion’s head, a krater with a ram’s head on the handle, and a cult stand with a relief of a 

lion attacking a deer are significant (ibid., 226). So, too, is the scaraboid stamp along the 
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rim of a whole jar found in one of the storage areas (ibid., 225) and three rosettes 

stamped on the rim of a collared-rim storage jar fragment found in the debris (ibid., 227). 

 

Discussion of Shiloh 

 Finkelstein suggests that Shiloh was a distribution center (Finkelstein et al. 1993: 

386-387). However, the nature of the ceremonies that took place at the site cannot be 

reconstructed due to the leveling of the summit that destroyed all traces of the sanctuary, 

if there was one. The amount of storage in the area, the number of votives, evidence of 

sacrifice through the amount of ash and burned bone, and the specially marked pottery 

might suggest that this was a repository for dedicated goods. The long history of the site 

as some kind of sanctuary during the Late Bronze Age, and the biblical evidence that 

discusses Shiloh as a shrine, suggest that Shiloh was an important religious center in the 

Iron I period.  

 

Conclusion 

 Several sociological factors would have discouraged hill country settlers from 

trading with the lowlands and encouraged them to enter into debt-gift relationships and 

alliances with tribes in the region, which included the central ridge and desert fringes. 

Security was one concern, and remaining isolated from foreign and potentially hostile 

influences may have been a calculated strategy. However, battles were also a reality, as 

indicated by the creation of weapons at sites such as Khirbet Radanna and the inscribed 

blades honoring the war goddess, Anat. Security would have motivated tribes to solidify 
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bonds as they might have to go into battle against a shared enemy. Subsistence was a 

second main concern, as villages were not able to create the variety of staples necessary 

for subsistence or ritual activity. There may have been protocols concerning the proper 

care and feeding of the gods which required grain, olive oil, and wine together (Num 18: 

12; Deut 7: 13; 11: 14; 14: 23; 18: 4; 1 Sam 8: 14; Ps 104: 14-15). This sacrificial 

tradition may have evolved as a means for the clans to attend clan-wide festivals, where 

they would be sure to procure the staples they need, make the appropriate sacrifices, and 

also solidify bonds of friendship and kinship as necessary. 
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CHAPTER SIX  

INTERCESSORY SHRINES 

 

Introduction 

 This chapter discusses the locations where people petitioned for intercession from 

the gods and ancestors with intimate concerns for themselves and their immediate family. 

Ancestors and Asherah, mother of the gods, were preferred intercessories throughout the 

Near East, as attested through epigraphic and textual evidence (Dever 2005: 160-167; 

Parker 2006). 

 

Ancestors as Intercessors 

The worship of ancestors was important to the Israelites, and the fifth 

commandment “to honor thy father and mother” (Exod 20: 12; Deut 5: 16), has been 

discussed in terms of filial duty to provide appropriate rites to the family tomb (Brichto 

1973). Ancestors continued to be recognized as part of the extended family, the mišpāhâ, 

and deference toward them would have been of paramount importance to the early 

Israelite family. It was believed that the ancestors lay claim to the patrimony, counseled 

their descendants, and invoked fertility in their descendants (Bloch-Smith 1992: 146). 

Based on biblical narratives, it appears that the dead had myriad powers, which included 

prescience (1 Sam 28; Isa 8: 19-20). They could also revivify (2 Kgs 13: 20-21), harm the 
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living (2 Sam 4: 12), and heal (2 Chr 16: 12). With such beliefs in the empowerment of 

the dead, it is not surprising that the Israelites looked deferentially upon them. It was of 

utmost importance for the family to placate their ancestors in order to lay claim to their 

land and ensure the family’s good fortune. Such deference included feeding the dead 

(Gen 28: 17-18; Deut 26: 14), offering libations of oil (Gen 28: 17), annual family 

sacrifices (1 Sam 20: 29; 1 Sam 1: 21; 2: 19; 20; 6), and progeny.  

No biblical passages support a direct relationship between petitions to ancestors 

for the birth of a child, but such a relationship has precedence elsewhere. Without 

children to inherit the land and honor the family name, the family would be destitute in 

both life and afterlife; therefore, it would behoove the preternatural forces that require 

annual attendance to provide offspring. Lewis (1989) discusses possible parallels among 

Mesopotamian and Ugaritic rites involving the dead. Akkadian theophanic names allude 

to a direct relationship between the birth of a child to honor, or even replace, departed 

kin. Such names include “the god has taken way” and “the god (deceased) has returned” 

(see Lewis 1989: 49).  An Ugaritic myth concerning Baal’s intercession on behalf of a 

man who is childless includes Baal’s intercession to El, saying:   

Let there be a son in his house/ Descendant in his palace/ One who 
sets up the stele of his divine ancestor in the sanctuary, the marker  
of his clansman/ One who delivers his life from the underworld/ One  
who guards his footsteps from the dust….(CTA 17.1.26-34; cf. Lewis 1989: 54). 

 

This passage indicates that the continued commemoration of ancestors was important and 

that children were the ones obligated to do this duty. Biblical writers indicate this may 
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have been a well-known practice in Israel as Absalom erects a pillar in memory of 

himself because he had no sons to do it for him (2 Sam 18: 18).  

Women and men both had strong ties to the ancestors, but they may have 

worshipped them for different reasons and in different ways. Because women’s status and 

future insurance was dependent upon having children, this would have been a constant 

concern. Men could pragmatically handle their lack of progeny by getting another wife, 

which would only add another layer to an individual woman’s fears concerning her status 

and security if she were barren. In addition, because women were dependents within the 

social hierarchy of ancient Israelite families, it is unclear if they felt that a direct petition 

to the main god was appropriate. Although men may have petitioned the chief god 

directly for intercession on their wives’ behalf for children (Gen 25: 21), women may 

have most often counted on intercessories, unless the need was particularly desperate. 

Hannah’s direct petition to Yahweh at the family festival was not immediately recognized 

by the priest as a vow; in fact, the priest thought she was drunk and ordered her away. 

Her actions may not have been appropriate. Even the Shunnamite woman, who was well-

known to Elisha, was vetted upon her approach to the prophet by his servant Gehazi.  She 

evaded him by lying and telling him that everything was fine, when in fact her child was 

dying. When she reached Elisha and begged him for a miracle to save her son, Gehazi 

was prepared to drag her off as he clearly thought she was not within her rights (2 Kgs 4: 

27).  
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Household Shrines 

 Household shrines have been found in Iron I highland sites at ‘Ai and Khirbet 

Radanna, two of the most thoroughly excavated Iron I village sites. As excavations 

continue, more of these shrines will probably come to light. E. Willett (1999) documents 

the evidence for household shrines in Iron II period at sites from the tenth century 

through the sixth century BCE at sites such as Tel el-Far’ah (N), Tel Masos, and 

Beersheva. Cultic objects such as lamps, figurines, and jewelry were found near podiums 

or benches, and such objects were usually associated with women’s work space that was 

demarcated by weaving equipment, ovens or storage areas. The confederation of cultic 

objects, on or near benches, with associated lamps and atropaic jewelry indicate 

household shrines that women maintained for the welfare of their families. 

 

Household Shrines: Khirbet Raddana 

Two stone-lined podiums found in two separate houses in Area T are considered 

to be cultic in nature. One podium was along a wall in the center of the room, and the 

other was at the end of a room near a blocked door. Both had fragments of offering stands 

or incense burners, which led the excavator to conclude that there was “some form of 

family worship” in these two houses (Callaway 1993b: 1253).  

Village Shrine: ‘Ai 

 Tel et-Tell (biblical ‘Ai) had what the excavator described as a “cult room” 

(Figure 8) in Area D (Marquest-Krause 1949: 23; Zevit 2001). The room with the cultic  
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FIGURE 8. Cult Room at ‘Ai.   

 

 

______________________________________________________________________ 
This figure is a reconstruction of the Cult Room at ‘Ai with the distinct incense vessel 
shown as the focal point of veneration. The drawing does not clearly show the small feet 
that protrude around its base. Artifacts from the room that are not included in the 
reconstruction include a worked bead necklace, figurine fragment and a small ball of clay 
that were also found on the bench. Lining the floor, and possibly on the bench to the left 
of the fenestrated stand, were large storage vessels that held unknown commodities. The 
reconstruction is from Zevit 2001: 155, figure 3:16.  
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material was located (Zevit 2001: 155. Figure 3.16).at the end of narrow road that 

approached the area from the south, leading behind one extended family compound and a 

wall of an as yet unexcavated area. The cult room was either a long narrow room, eight 

and a half by three meters that was three-sided, or it was established in the corner of a 

courtyard. The area adjacent to the site has not been excavated, although it appears to be 

extramural. This cult room/corner may have been a prominent part of the courtyard, but 

even if it were a more private area, it had unrestricted access from the path leading to it 

from the south.  

 The cult room was the only room excavated on the site that had benches. Benches 

at cult sites are well attested throughout the Ancient Near East. Small benches and 

podiums within households and in courtyards suggest domestic shrines (Willett 1999: 

107-165; 203). The cult room at Area D also had a partially excavated channel in the 

floor, ten centimeters deep, that appears to have been a drain, possibly for liquids used in 

ceremonies celebrated in the room (Zevit 2001: 154-156). 

Artifacts found in this room are unambiguously cultic in nature. On the bench was 

an eighty centimeters tall fenestrated incense burner that had feet or paws protruding 

from its base, windows were cut throughout in order to let the incense smoke escape, and 

it had an open top where offering bowls could be placed. Also on the bench near the 

incense burner were fragments of a rose clay quadruped figurine and a necklace of 

worked stone and glass beads. Other artifacts in the room included a chalice-shaped 

stand, a large bowl with dotted reliefs, fragments of a storage jar, sherds from cooking 

vessels, and clay balls (Marquet-Krause, 1949: pl. lxxiv, inventory items 1054, 1058, 



127 
 

 

1068, 1071, 1082). The focal point of veneration in the room was the incense stand with 

the bowls and chalice placed before it, or possibly one of the bowls was placed on top of 

it (Zevit 2001: 155). The location and purpose of the large storage vessels, cooking pots, 

and the clay balls are not discussed in the analysis of the site.  

 
 
Discussion of Household Shrines 

 The two podiums and incense burners at Khirbet Radanna reflect places where the 

family living within the immediate household could petition. The cult room at ‘Ai may 

represent a place available to any person in the village to make a petition. People would 

not come empty-handed to petition at the family shrine, and the assemblage in the Cult 

Room D shrine at ‘Ai suggests that diverse people visited the shrine. Horse figurines are 

often associated with Astarte on horseback (Karageorghis 2006: 75-80), a necklace of 

worked beads is rare in the repertoire of the Iron I highlands and represents a luxurious 

gift, the ball of clay may have been a token from someone with less influence, and the 

storage jars could have come from a visiting neighbor or kinsman.  

Alternatively, the storage vessels may be sanctified grain, oil, or wine that was 

stored near the household shrine. Sanctified goods might be exchanged for the gifts 

brought to the shrine. If not exchanged, then the sanctified goods might be available for 

someone who needs to make a petition at a public shrine, such as a bāmâ, for a feast day 

or to make a petition. Such victuals may also be on hand for the fulfillment of vows. How 

goods are sanctified and where sanctified goods might be used is unclear. The potential 
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for the household shrine to accumulate luxury items indicates that such shrines could gain 

wealth. 

 

Public Memorial Shrines  

 Standing stones and trees may have served as memorial markers on family land. 

The lack of tombs that were easily accessible for many villagers suggests that some may 

have found other ways to commemorate their dead. Some people were probably not 

buried in family ancestral caves, particularly if they were not part of the mišpāhâ. Some 

scholars even suggest that most people were probably buried as inhumations in the hill 

country (Faust 2006: 93), which would provide even more reason to assume that standing 

stone or trees may have demarcated the spot of burial or been a reasonable place to bury 

the dead that were not entombed with their ancestors (for whatever reason).   

 Placing memorials on family land would have been advantageous as a 

demarcation of territory. The claim to the patrimonial land was connected with familial 

duty and ancestral ideology. Deferential rights were given to kin members when property 

needed to be sold, and buying land was a sacred duty and not an easy option. Jeremiah, 

for example, is bound by custom to buy the land of his cousin (Jer 32: 6-15). Selling 

property outside of the family, even to the king himself, would amount to a religious 

offense as the story of Naboth’s vineyard testified (1 Kgs 21: 1-4).  

Another custom designed to keep the estate within the family was levirate 

marriage, where the kinsman of a man who died without children was required to marry 

his widow, and the children of that union would inherit the estate of the dead man as his 
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descendants. Such practice is attested through extra-biblical texts as well, including Emar 

(cf. van der Toorn 1996: 207). Such a procedure was designed to keep the land in the 

family and the name of the deceased alive. These goals are intrinsically linked to the 

burial site as the place where kin were “collected to their fathers” in land owned by the 

family (Judg 8: 32; 2 Sam 2: 32; 17: 23; 19: 27; 21: 14). If the family parted with the 

land, then it would abandon its dead (van der Toorn 1996: 207). 

Scholars generally accept that ancestral tombs were placed on the land where 

people lived, and while this might be true in Iron II (Bloch-Smith 1992), the opposite 

phenomenon may have happened in Iron I. People may have settled at or near the places 

where ancestral tombs were located, such as Gibeon, Tel en-Nasbeh, and Hebron. New 

tomb sites associated with Iron I burials were not necessarily located near settlements, 

such as the necropolis on Mt. Ebal (Bloch Smith 2004). As memorial pillars and trees are 

also mentioned in biblical texts as sites where the dead were buried or memorialized 

(e.g., Gen 35: 8, 19; 2 Sam 18: 18), it is possible that these types of memorials were 

located closer to home and functioned as places where people could petition and 

commemorate ancestors. Such memorials may have also marked territory.  

  Memorial functions can easily translate into those of a cultic nature, particularly 

when their messages are ambiguous (Mettinger 1995: 32). Trees and stone shrines may 

have been a ubiquitous and ambiguous sight in Iron Age Israel and would have provided 

accessible avenues for spontaneous petitions. 
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The Importance of Public Small-Scale Shrines 

 A sociological appreciation that supports the existence of public small-scale 

shrines that would be located outside of settlements may have been the only place where 

individuals could make private petitions. Although counter to modern sensibilities 

concerning public and private use of space, it is likely that household and village shrines 

were not private. Although personal petitions were made at such shrines, and such 

petitions may have been unseen by others, such activity would have been known by 

family members. The extended family would be aware of most petitions made at 

household shrines, particularly shrines such as those at ‘Ai that indicate extended family 

use. The community is small, and gifts left at shrines would be of interest to people. It is 

unlikely that such petitions, and the desires they represent, would be a secret. 

There would be many advantages for such privately made, but public petitions, 

particularly by people with little influence and authority. Ethnographic fieldwork 

documents the tactics used by women in patriarchal and kin-based societies to broadcast 

their desires, fears, and complaints in ways that are nonthreatening to those in authority. 

Nonthreatening public displays provide avenues for women to influence how they are 

perceived and treated. Bedouin poetry that is sung while working is one medium explored 

by L. Abu-Lughod (1986) that is used as a means to communicate emotional needs and 

desires under the guise of entertainment. A. Betteridge (1980) has written about the 

importance of women’s pilgrimage and vows as a way to get their needs met by 

influencing those in authority, primarily their husbands. Petitions at family shrines might 

provide similar avenues for individuals in early Israel. Public displays made under the 
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guise of a private petition might gain the attention of those in the community that could 

influence decisions or the treatment of a person. Whether or not petitions to deities 

required invocations, gifts left at household shrines would be material reminders of a 

petition that would be public knowledge.  

 However, people also need to be able to make private petitions. Many private 

religious concerns would not be made public unless the outcome was certain. If someone 

made a public vow to a deity that was not granted, it could compound a person’s 

misfortune and even bring shame upon them. Although there may be any number of 

motivations specific to individuals, as a category, a woman’s inability to conceive would 

require negotiations with whatever supernatural beings might support her cause. Not only 

was a woman’s moral and religious worth at stake, there were the pragmatic realities of 

living in a multi-generational household with other wives whose children and lives might 

be affected if such petitions were granted. Petitions for intercession against people are 

not well-attested biblically, although charms to ward off evil spirits are often found in the 

archaeological record (Limmer 2007). In summary, people would need to negotiate their 

desires and fears with private petitions, and these would be most readily availed at 

extramural, small-scale public shrines. 

 

Tree Shrines 

Israelites did not worship trees in general, but some trees were special and seen by 

some as sacred. Numerous biblical passages indicate “great trees” as noteworthy 

landmarks: the Tree of Moreh (Gen 12: 5-7; Deut 11: 29-31), the Oak of Orphah (Judg 6: 
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11), the great trees of Mamre (Gen 13: 18), the tree at Zaanannim (Josh 19: 33), and the 

great tree at Jabesh (1 Chr 10: 12). Although it is possible that these trees were well 

known for some physical attribute, they most likely had other associations. Important 

people were buried under trees, such as Saul and his sons under the tree at Jabesh (1 Sam 

31: 13), and Deborah was buried under the oak tree below Bethel, at which point the tree 

was given a special name, the Tree of Weeping (Gen 35: 8). Joshua traveled specifically 

to ritually bury his family gods and jewelry under the oak tree at Shechem (Gen 35: 4). 

Divine visitations happened under trees, such as with Gilead (Judg 6) and Abraham (Gen 

18: 1). Oracles happened at trees (Judg 9: 37). 

Trees were sites of adjudications, councils, and covenants. Biblical narratives 

describe how Deborah set up court under the Palm of Deborah near Bethel in order to 

settle disputes (Judg 4: 5). Saul sits under the tamarisk at Gibeah with his officers 

assembled to find out the truth about rumors of rebellion, and all involved seem to 

appreciate an obligation to some higher standard of truth and conscious (1 Sam 22). The 

interpretations of the passages concerning the importance of trees are vague; however, it 

appears that the biblical writers believed that the inclusion of trees (and even the 

particular tree) to be an important detail. One scholar outlines the early evidence for 

covenants being made under trees for the early Israelites at Shechem and discusses some 

of the Near Eastern iconic representations of two figures or nations making attestations 

under a pole or tree; furthermore, the Semitic linguistic references to “cutting a covenant” 

and its possible association with trees are discussed (Wright 1971: 577-580).  
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Asherah and Trees 

The goddess Asherah has long been associated with trees. Reed’s classic work, 

The Asherah in the Old Testament (1949: 29-37) has been refined with extensive 

scholarship, but the basic list created of the forty biblical references to the ‘ašērâ and 

‘ašerîm has been called canonical in its own right (Wiggins 2001: 162). Although the 

principle denotation in biblical interpretation for ašērâ refers to the goddess Asherah, the 

second designation is “a tree or pole” (Koehler et al. 1994: 99; Brown et al. 1979: 81; cf. 

Botterweck et al.). The verbs used in biblical passages to describe activity at such sites 

include cutting, chopping, and burning, which indicate that the representations of the 

goddess were large and made of wood and, if not actually a tree, then a pole or some kind 

of image worked in wood. Reed (1949) believes that the ‘ašerîm mentioned biblically 

were all identical, and concluded they were not trees, but poles or images that had similar 

construction. Other scholars believe that live trees were associated with Asherah, 

although this does not exclude ‘ašerîm also being some kind of pole or effigy.  Iconic 

evidence suggests that Asherah and/or other goddesses were associated with trees. Ruth 

Hestin (1987) wrote about the interchangeable iconography of the tree and the female 

pubic triangle in Canaanite votive art, further citing similar imagery in Egyptian tombs. A 

composite repertoire of images, most notably seals, has been compiled by Keel and 

Uehlinger (1998: 16-19). Dever outlines the history of research associating Asherah with 

trees (2005: 224-230).  Using Egyptian iconography depicting trees as goddesses in the 

process of feeding, and even nursing, patrons (Keel 1997: Figure 253, 254), Dever 
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correlates an associating with the Iron II Judahite Pillar-based dea nutrix figurines with 

Asherah (2005: 228, 229). 

The ambiguity surrounding the term ‘ašērâ or ‘ašerîm in the Hebrew Bible is 

extensively examined by LaRocca-Pitts (1994). She notes that it cannot be assumed that 

‘ašerîm were representatives of Asherah and her worship just because they were the 

plural of her name (1994: 218). She outlines the evidence whereby an ‘ašērâ or ‘ašerîm 

might represent live trees, poles, effigies, or wooden shrines, and these in turn may 

represent worship of the goddess Asherah, as a part of national worship either as 

YHWH’s consort or as a cultic object related to him, or as a cultic object/consort 

interchangeable with any god. LaRocca-Pitts concludes:  

Unfortunately, the issue of whether ‘asherim’ represent the goddess Asherah in 
Israelite religion, either as a fully YHWHistic expression of some aspect of the 
god or of his consort, or as a completely separate divine personage worshipped 
alongside YHWH, remains resistant to clarification. The evidence simply does not 
support one theory to the exclusion of all others, therefore any attempt to force a 
solution eventually proves futile (1994: 220).  
 

Pilgrimage provides a perspective that encourages the accepted ambiguity of symbols.  

Shrines that represent a multiplicity of meanings and associations are more likely to 

survive and encourage a broad range of patrons. In the case of ‘ašerîm, the most 

ambiguous manifestation would be the most natural state, as even modest retooling of a 

natural artifact into something man-made symbolically encodes it with meaning. A 

worked pole might be recognizable as an asherah pole; however, it would be associated 

with one group or class of patron over another, for example, by its size, shape, and type 

of wood. Further embellishments would make clearer statements as style delineates 

ethnicity; thus, something might demarcate one tribe’s patronage of a site over another. 
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Clearer associations cause tensions among pilgrims that might lead to a shrine’s demise, 

or more accepted symbols might mean more patrons and the continued evolution of a 

particular shrine into something even more mainstream. This process is not a one-way 

phenomenon. For example, some ‘ašerîm were live trees, but not all sacred trees were 

‘ašerîm or became ‘ašerîm.  

According to the Bible, tree shrines were well-known sites in the Iron I landscape 

and represent one kind of a small-scale public shrine. Archaeologically, it is difficult to 

corroborate the existence of such shrines. Iconic representations throughout the Ancient 

Near East suggest that the tree motif was prevalent and, in some cases, the art may reflect 

an actual site. Phoenician coins from the Iron II period show a pair of standing stones 

under the shade of a tree (Stockton 1974: 6, Figure 1). Another cylinder seal from Tel 

Halif, probably from the Late Bronze Period, shows people dancing around a tree (Seger 

1992: 122, Figure 3).  

 The descriptions of trees in the Bible suggest that some were notable landmarks 

and may have served theophanic functions as places for adjudications, oracles, or 

repositories for family gods that were being ritually discarded (i.e. trees might be 

favissae, repositories for sacred items). At least in some contexts or to some individuals, 

trees represented fecundity and life-giving forces (the tree of life motif) that correlated 

with the worship of goddesses, most notably Asherah. Presumably, Iron Age settlers 

would be familiar with stories and legends involving a particular landmark or divinely 

inspired tree and would accept for any number of reasons (those highlighted above and 

any number of personal reasons) the establishment of a sacred tree in their vicinity.  
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Ethnographic Examples of Tree Shrines 

Contemporary ethnographic observations of small-scale, unofficial shrines may 

lend insight into the small-scale tree-shrine phenomena of ancient Israel. The custom of 

placing ephemeral and non-luxury items such as rags, threads, beads, hair, chains, locks, 

and other non-essential items on the branches of trees is well-known throughout many 

contemporary and historical cultures, irrespective of geography or religion, and has been 

of particular interest to early travelers and ethnographers (De Gubernatis 1878; Gupta 

1980; Lubbock 1978 [orig.1870]; Robertson 1889).  

 The phenomenon of contemporary tree shrines is not well understood and has not 

been explored extensively in the academic realm. A recent study of tree shrines in Israel 

is one exception. A. Dafni (2002) outlines some of the reasons postulated by observers 

and scholars for the phenomenon of tying rags or leaving small objects at certain trees in 

Israel. She conducted sixty interviews among Muslim and Christian Arabs, Bedouin, and 

Druze to find out more about their motivations. As anticipated, the number of reasons 

given nearly matched the number of individuals asked. What is interesting 

archaeologically is that there are complex exchanges of artifacts at these shrines, even 

while the nature of the shrines themselves is not fully understood. Again, it may be the 

aniconic and non-threatening qualities of the tree shrine itself that allows so many diverse 

people to come together for their own personal reasons, to supplicate or petition in their 

own personal ways, as opposed to the more choreographed nature of worship at elite or 

officiated shrines.  
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 In contemporary cultures, sacred trees represent the divine and “may be 

incorporated into rituals of curing, initiation, marriage, and death” (Frese and Gray 1995: 

32). One early scholar notes that the custom of tying rags on trees seems “sometimes 

votive and sometimes commemorative, a mark of respect or worship, or an offering to 

avert evil or show gratitude for benefit received” (Walhouse 1880). In the Near East, 

tying rags on trees has been studied in Cyprus (Diamandopoulous and Marketos 1993; 

Grinsell 1990) and Morocco (Westermarck 1968). The most common artifacts left are 

rags, used clothes, yarn and/or ribbon, and rarely anything of monetary value. The 

Bedouin, however, are noted as fastening their ‘uqal (the woven rope that tightens the 

head cover and often has beads attached) on a holy tree because “they believe that this is 

most efficacious, since it is a complete article of dress and represents the owner better” 

(Canaan 1927: 105).  

Rix (1907) notes that such offerings are not ordinary gifts, but channels that 

connect the worshiper with the object, which over time becomes infused with holiness. 

He observes that, “holiness is, indeed, to the Palestinian peasant a sort of liquid which 

may be absorbed by physical contact. The man who hangs a rag upon a tree will take 

from it and wear it about his person another rag which has become soaked with the virtue 

of the place by hanging there” (32). The curative powers of cloth taken from sacred trees 

include curing various diseases, general blessings, amulets or talismans, protection 

against the evil eye, and expelling evil spirits (cf. Dofni 2002: 332). The curative powers 

of rags left at trees to absorb the illness of the person are also attested. One traveler in 
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1910 describes a mother taking her sick baby to a sacred tree in what is now northern 

Israel. He writes: 

The baby still wears a ragged little cotton shirt under the swaddling band, and 
from this the mother carefully tears a rag…. She holds the polluted 
discolored thing—the holy thing—the little rag in her hand. All the fever and 
the pain and the weakness of her child is concentrated and bound up in the 
rag. It was her duty to bring the concentrated evil, that heavy-laden rag, into 
contact with the holy, life-giving tree. The rag must be bound to it, cast off 
upon its branches.…(De Bunsen 1910: 245). 
 

Clearly, multi-faceted spontaneous exchanges take place at such shrines. Some pilgrims 

come to take items away, some to leave tokens, and some to retrieve a token already left 

at the site. It is commonly believed that rags knotted on trees or locks placed on trees (or 

the bars of saint’s tombs, for example) lock in the magic and are undone only when the 

vow is fulfilled (Betteridge 1992: 203-204). Tokens of this kind require a return to the 

shrine to undo the item and may include other offerings or sacrifices as a more public 

display of a vow fulfilled. While wishes will include some token from the petitioner, 

there is no further obligation to return to the site. A vow requires an object, often 

indistinguishable from that of someone making a wish (like a rag), left at the tree to be 

retrieved once the request has been fulfilled (Dofni 2002: 321). Vows are religious 

obligations and, in some circumstances, include “ceremonies such as slaughtering and 

sacrificing sheep, cooking food, and feeding the poor” to be performed in the vicinity of 

the sacred tree (Khaneghah 1998: 125).  
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Artifacts Left and Exchanged at Small-Scale Shrines in Iron Age Israel 

 How would a sacred tree be recognized in Iron I Israelite society? Although one 

biblical story indicates that jewelry and family gods, represented as figurines, were buried 

under a tree (Gen 35: 4), this was probably an exceptional case or indicative of a sacred 

tree that was part of an established sanctuary. Shrines that served as repositories for 

luxury goods in quantity would require a shrine staff or other formal oversight or 

protocols. At the smallest scale, ephemeral non-luxury items were probably left: a pebble, 

a rag, hair, a bead, some sprinkled grain, or oil. Biblical references are limited as to what 

offerings would have demarcated the smallest-scaled tree shrine as something sacred. 

Food offerings and oil libations are ubiquitously prescribed in the Bible, but food and oil 

in any quantity would have been a luxury and carefully monitored. Small amounts might 

have been sprinkled or left, although these would not be visible. One possibility is textiles 

or thread. Leviticus requires the use of crimson yarn on two occasions for a cleansing 

ritual (Lev 14: 4, 51), but these verses do not specify how this yarn was to be used, either 

during or after the ceremony. 

Ta’anach had a tenth century room that may have been a storeroom for cultic 

items as it had a figurine mold, astragli, possible small steles, and two incense stands, as 

well as mundane items such as jars of grain, querns, and a basket of pebbles (Lapp 1964: 

28, cf. Zevit 2001: 237). The ninth century BCE shrine at Kuntillet ‘Ajrud had in its 

sanctuary three piles of small river stone pebbles and bundles of small pieces of fabric, 

some very well preserved. All were small pieces that may have been rags (Meshel 1978). 

Although this site was a sanctuary, with dedicated luxury items and theophanic 
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inscriptions, these simple and otherwise ephemeral items might reflect the petitions of a 

certain class of pilgrim or a certain type of petition. Similar assemblages might have been 

found at a non-established and smaller-scaled pilgrimage site, such as a tree shrine, 

although such evidence would not survive into the archaeological record. 

 

Standing Stone Shrines 

Exegetes and archaeologists are familiar with stones as the object of veneration 

for ancient Israelites. Standing stones, termed maccēbâ (from the root to erect) in the 

Bible, are referenced thirty-four times and in multiple functions. Maccēbâ are most often 

translated as a “memorial stone” or something usually used to designate a “funerary or 

cultic memorial stone set upright” (Koehler et al. 1994: 620-621), or a memorial “pillar” 

(Brown et al. 1979: 663). More generally, they are defined as stones “erected by human 

hands” (Botterweck et al. 1997: 484). Biblical writers indicate that standing stones were 

erected spontaneously and might commemorate an event, such as the miraculous arrival 

of the twelve tribes into Gilgal (Josh 4: 20); the stones might also commemorate a pact 

such as that between Jacob and Laban (Gen 31: 45-46), the completion of a vow (Gen 35: 

14), or as a boundary marker (Gen 31: 13-52). Stones were also memorial markers, such 

as the pillar marking Rachel’s grave (Gen 35: 20) and the stone Absalom erected to 

memorialize himself (2 Sam 18: 18). Like the ‘ašerîm, maccēbôt were both condemned 

and accepted by biblical writers. LaRocca-Pitts (1994: 236-266) outlines the multiple 

uses and associations of maccēbôt with other cultic features such as ‘ašerîm, bāmôt and 

altars. 
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Graessner’s doctoral dissertation is often quoted by scholars as it was the first 

lengthy discussion focusing specifically on biblical references of stone veneration. He 

delineates four distinct types of standing stones: 1) commemorative “which 

commemorate an event for the purpose of honoring the divine and/or human participants 

in that event,” 2) memorial stones which are “used to memorialize the dead,” 3) legal 

stones which “witness a legal relationship between two or more individuals, such as a 

boundary or a contract,” and 4) cultic stones which “indicate the place at which the deity 

is imminent in the cult so that cultic intercourse with the deity can occur” (1969: 31-32).  

He indicates that not all functions were mutually exclusive and, in fact, there was 

something vaguely cultic about all categories. He notes:   

Different ancient individuals probably interpreted a single stone in a number of 
ways even although they had the benefit of oral tradition concerning the stone…. 
This probably reflects not only the fact that stones can perform several functions 
at once, but also the varying interpretations of different individuals or different 
generations (1969: 301).  
 

Although well-attested biblically, there is no clear prescription concerning the 

construction of a maccēbâ. Other than Jacob having erected a stone first used as a pillow 

(Gen 28: 18), there is no physical description of such monuments. Dimensionally, 

standing stones would be taller than they are wide. Although otherwise ordinary, their 

significance as something sacred was due to having been set on end in a clearly unnatural 

state that would thus advertise their function as a maccēbâ--even if their purpose as 

covenant, deity, memorial, or commemoration remained vague. The fact that individuals 

set them up provides other clues as to the potential of their relevant size and portability. 

Collective endeavors such as the twelve stones erected at Gilgal may have been 
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monumental. That shrine was created with the expectation that future generations were to 

visit (Josh 4: 21), thus indicating a national pilgrimage site. The majority of standing 

stones mentioned in the Bible were, however, erected by individuals. 

 Archaeologically attested stones found throughout Syro-Palestine in cultic 

contexts corroborate general contours whereby stones are taller than they are wide and 

have a flat face (at least on one side). Exceptions to elongated or rectangular stones are 

small round, flat stones that, if found, are often with larger oblong stones and sometimes 

in pairs, such as at the Iron Age sanctuary at Arad. Many see paired stones, one tall and 

one small and round, as paired male/female deities (Zevit 2001: 654). Other stones are in 

groups. Bloch-Smith notes that “stones measuring no more than 0.3 meters high did not 

stand alone but beside larger more prominent stones” (2005: 31). U. Avner (1984, 1993) 

identifies groupings of maccēbôt in the Negev and Sinai and suggests some may date as 

early as the third millennium, although these isolated sites are difficult to date.  

Certainly in the Middle Bronze Period, maccēbôt were well known to the 

indigenous populations in the Levant, and some examples survived into the Late Bronze 

Age. Dramatic examples include megalith pillars, such as those found at Tel Gezer and at 

the Fortress Temple at Shechem. There were several pillars at each site, and an enormous 

collective effort must have been required in order to find, move, and erect such 

monuments. These were standing stones with clear associations, most likely as deities or 

illustrious ancestors. At least one of the Middle Bronze Age maccēbâ is thought to have 

survived into the Iron I period at Shechem in the courtyard of the Fortress Temple and 

would have been known, even as legend, to Iron I hill settlers.  
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E. Bloch-Smith (2005: 36-37) analyzes examples of standing stones in Israelite 

cultic context in the Iron Age with the concern that many so-called  maccēbot are, in fact, 

misidentified structural pillars, grinding stones, or stands. Even with applying a rigorous 

set of criteria for establishing a stone as a functioning maccēbâ, she concludes probable or 

plausible cultic standing stones at Shechem Temple I (twelfth-eleventh century BCE) 

(Wright 1965: 165: Fig. 28); the Bull Site (Mazar 1982: 33-36); Hazor bāmâ (Stratum 

XI, mid-eleventh century BCE) (Ben-Tor 1996: 266-68); Lachish locus 81 and favissae 

stones (Strata V-III, tenth-eighth century BCE) (Aharoni 1975: 28-32); Tel Rehov 

courtyard bamâ (tenth or ninth century BCE) (Mazar 2000: 44-45); and into Iron II at Tel 

Dan gateway maccēbôt  (Biran 1998: 42-45); Beth-saida gateway (Level 5b-a, 850-732 

BCE) and the Arad fortress temple as definite examples which represented the divine pair 

(Aharoni 1967).  

 The biblical and archaeological evidence from a cultic context suggests that 

highland settlers were familiar with standing stones. It is surmised that standing stone 

shrines were erected spontaneously by individuals for similar reasons outlined in the 

biblical narratives as commemorations, representations of the deity, memorials, or as 

boundary markers, and these need not be mutually exclusive. Although most scholars 

maintain that maccēbâ represented deities, and those in sanctuaries did, free-standing 

stones located along roadways or in fields may not have had the immediate connotation 

of a god. Even if one associated a standing stone with a deity, the ambiguous nature of an 

upright stone, particularly one that was unworked, would still leave open the question of 

which deity. For authority figures, who may not appreciate the worship of foreign gods or 
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ancestors on their clan-territory, the ambiguity of such stones would make them non-

threatening and tolerated. 

 

Discussion of Tree and Stone Shrines 

Both tree and standing stone shrines are ephemeral. Stones could easily be 

knocked over and rendered ineffective, and trees could be cut down or rendered obsolete 

without rag assemblages or offerings. However, if maintained, these shrines have the 

potential of evolving into important pilgrimage sites. Shrines created by someone 

commemorating an important event or memorializing an individual would likely attract 

supplicants from immediate family on a spontaneous basis. Certain shrines 

commemorating particularly illustrious events or people may have garnered extended, 

community associations. 

Biblical writers knew of ancient commemorative tree and standing stone shrines 

that existed in the time in which the narratives were written. The commemorative shrine 

at Gilgal is discussed in both the J and E traditions (Josh 4: 4-7; 19-24) and indicates that 

this text is the work of Deuteronimistic historians (cf. Cross 1973: 274-289). Although 

consolidated and redacted late, probably after the sixth century BCE, these writers are 

discussing a shrine that probably existed. These Deuteronomistic writers are the future 

generations who are answering the question, “what do these stones mean” (Josh 4: 6; 22). 

Rachel’s memorial pillar and the Great Tree of Tabor, most likely the Oak of Weeping 

that memorializes Deborah (Gen 35: 8; cf. van der Toorn 1996: 216), are also discussed 

in 1 Sam 10: 2 and depicted as well-known shrines. The people whom Saul met are likely 
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on pilgrimages during the three-day New Moon feast days, and Deborah’s Tree and 

Rachel’s Tomb may have been shrines that people were visiting (van der Toorn 1996: 

211-218). Whether or not the stories depict a pilgrimage to these shrines specifically, 

these memorials were well known to the writers of the Saul Cycle, who some date to the 

tenth century BCE (Schmidt 1970: 95-97; with ninth century prophetic redaction, cf. 

Campbell 1986: 18-21; van der Toorn 1996: 214).  

Tree shrines and standing stone shrines were well-known features of the Israelite 

landscape, both as long-lasting individual shrines and as a cultural phenomenon. Tree 

shrines as a phenomenon continue to this day in the Middle East, and rarely are they 

considered contentious or “contested” space. However, some shrines may evolve over 

time to become something more than originally intended. People passing by might 

recognize the sanctity of such shrines and begin to visit for their own personal and 

idiosyncratic reasons. By virtue of their ambiguous nature, trees and stones are more 

likely to be widely patronized since they can absorb a variety of interpretations. People 

from different clans, classes, or religions might find them meaningful.  

It is possible that, with the addition of other cultic material, such as a standing 

stone, an altar, votive assemblages, or luxury items, a simple tree shrine or a single 

standing stone could evolve into a sanctuary, possibly a bamâ.  Biblical references and 

archaeology have not corroborated exactly what a bamâ sanctuary is; however, they were 

well known to biblical writers and seemed to incorporate stones, asherah, and altars, 

although not necessarily require them (LaRocca-Pitts 1996: 171-175). Not all bāmôt 

evolved from asherah trees or poles or may have even had ‘ašerîm, yet the potential for a 
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tree shrine to evolve into an established shrine is a possibility. Biblical polemics 

castigating Israelites for idol worship “on every high hill and under every green tree” (for 

example, 1 Kgs 14: 23; Isa 57: 5; Hos 4: 13) may be referring to these ephemeral shrines 

as they evolve over time and threatened elite perspectives. The evolution of small-scale 

shrines into pilgrimage destinations has not been explored and should be a consideration 

for future research. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

CONCLUSIONS 

  

 Pilgrimage provides a new perspective with which to explore the social, economic 

and religious lives of the people who settled in the central hill country, many of whom 

bonded under a collective consciousness and came to see themselves as Israelite by the 

tenth century BCE. Mortuary pilgrimage may have provided early bonds of kinship and a 

strong affinity to the land for those families who journeyed to the hill country to bury 

their dead when there were no settlements in the region. Mortuary pilgrimages may have 

supported local sanctuaries, such as Bethel, Shiloh and Jerusalem, which continued to 

survive into the Iron I period and through biblical narratives that supported the religious 

importance of such sites.   

 Mortuary pilgrimage by traditional Canaanite families may have been one of the 

reasons for renewed interest in settling the central hill country. Although it is impossible 

to know why people felt the need to travel so far to bury their dead, it may have been a 

practice among some conservative traditional Canaanite families that continued for 

generations. With so few settlements in the hill country during the Late Bronze Age, it is 

clear that the people who journeyed there, for whatever reason, were highly motivated to 

do so. The journey was difficult, physically and emotionally. After a week or more in the 

hills, mourning together with family and friends, they returned home. At some point, 

home began to feel like the hill country. With the changes wrought as Egyptian power 
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waned, a resurgence of ancestral worship swept through Canaanite culture. In this 

climate, it would have felt natural for some people to follow their dead into the hill 

country and settle there.  

 Pilgrimage within the central hill country demonstrates avenues for disparate 

tribes to come together. Villagers needed security and subsistence, and pilgrimage 

festivals fit both those needs. Sharing resources among tribes in the central hills and 

desert fringes ensured that tribes could limit trade with villages in the lowlands, and even 

in the foothills. The community could remain insulated from the potential threats from 

foreigners that were located in the valleys. Sharing resources at religious sites that were 

located on the periphery and imbued with ambiguous symbolism, such as standing stones 

and altars, provided an equal terrain for peer-tribes to gather together. Each tribe might 

sacrifice and make petitions to its own patron and family gods, yet they all assembled and 

shared in rituals that were familiar. Individuals from different tribes would participate in 

the ritual dances and processions. Tribes came together in a consensual arena where, 

before the gods, needs of different families could be articulated in a manner where 

families would not be shamed. Kin could assess what other members of the family 

needed, and ensure that those needs were met. In the days following the pilgrimage 

season, visits would be made to different villages and new bonds of friendship and 

fraternity explored.  

 The festivals provided ways people could find avenues of solidarity; however 

public performances also provide the potential to delineate group differences and 

inequalities. Some tribes would succeed in impressing their neighbors, through the public 
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displays of their bounty, good health, and generosity. Tribes in distress would be willing 

to become indebted to those tribes who were able to demonstrate moral character, wealth, 

and strength. Public performances can be political, and this is also the arena of 

pilgrimage. Tribes could grow wealthier with the support of client tribes, which in turn 

would amplify their success.  

 Scholars have long looked for a central place of worship in Iron I, as such a site is 

considered a prerequisite for the development of a monarchy and centralized control. The 

crux of theories involves the need for a tribal league, which required a place for families 

and clans to gather, assess their collective and individual needs, form alliances, and 

negotiate status. An overview of these theories is outlined concerning the interpretation 

of Shiloh as an inter-tribal sanctuary (Finkelstein el al. 1993: 386), although the 

excavators conclude that the destruction of the site makes a definitive analysis of its 

nature difficult, concluding:  

We can still only remain non-committal on the subject of a central shrine in pre-
monarchic Israel. In the first half of the 11th century BCE Shiloh was probably an 
important centre for the population of the highlands of Samaria. Nevertheless the 
archaeological evidence does not answer the cardinal question—whether it was 
the one and only shrine of this population, or whether there were 
contemporaneous cult centers at sites such as Bethel and Shechem (ibid). 

 

This research discusses how scholars need to look away from settlements and into the 

periphery for answers concerning where tribes may have developed a cohesive political 

identity. Clans came together for pilgrimage festivals at ambiguously symbolic sites 

where feasting and festivities transpired. There may not have been one site, but a 

confederation of open-air sites, that were used contemporaneously or on a rotating basis. 
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Mt. Ebal, Bedhat es Sha’ah, and the Bull site may be but a few of the sites that are being 

affirmed as ceremonial sites and even centers. These communal ceremonial pilgrimage 

destinations were just the beginning of the pilgrimage process, as alliances were 

continually forged within the household as individual clans came together between major 

pilgrimage events at village sites. The scales of pilgrimage inter-relate on both economic 

and social levels.  

Khirbet Radanna demonstrates a communal space where a marzēăx -style feast or 

a New Moon festival could have occurred. The room in Area S with the long bench, 

hearth, and cisterns for liquids such as wine is a tempting backdrop for a family-led feast 

where a confederation of kin and invited guests could participate. The elaborate drinking 

vessel with the twenty handles and bulls’ heads may demonstrate a collective drinking 

ritual. The bonds forged at communal pilgrimage sites would continue within the 

household, and be publically reaffirmed at the next major pilgrimage feast. 

Household shrines were available to the immediate family, and village shrines 

appear to be accessible to anyone. The example from ‘Ai demonstrates that the village 

shrine was not only openly accessible, the variety of artifacts, from storage goods, a 

necklace, figurine and small clay ball indicate a variety of patrons with different needs 

and possibly from different social classes. Guests would provide tribute to village shrines, 

as gifts were an expected protocol among people and their gods, and the large storage 

vessels might account for this kind of tribute that was in essence traded among allied 

clans. Such shrines would have provided a source of revenue within the household, or to 

someone within the household.  The collection of gifts at such sites could be elaborate, as 
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indicated by the worked necklace left at the ‘Ai cult room.  The storage vessels found in 

the cult room may be evidence of patronage from visitors from villages in a different 

microregion who brought necessary staples that could have been exchanged for village 

surpluses. Village shrines could be “contested space,” particularly among family 

members, as petitions that were made at such sites would be public, and the gifts given to 

the family gods evaluated. The exchanges at the household shrine would be known to the 

family, and it is postulated that individuals needed avenues to negotiate some of their 

hopes and fears privately.  

Public memorial shrines located outside of settlements, such as tree-shrines and 

standing stones erected in memory of ancestors, were probably well-known features in 

the Iron I hill country landscape. Women who were interested in making a vow in order 

to conceive a child would be particularly attracted to such shrines as they were affiliated 

with ancestors and Asherah, both intercessors who would be invested in the creation and 

protection of children. Shrines located outside of settlements would provide avenues for 

private petitions. Women who petitioned to conceive a child in private, would have that 

vow answered publically as the vow would need to be fulfilled. The family, and other 

villages, would know about the efficacy of certain shrines. Vows and petitions and public 

memorials, though generally unthreatening and inconsequential, might create contested 

space if over time a local memorial shrine garnered patrons and wider public appeal.  

It is possible for a small-scale memorial shrine, such as an ephemeral tree-shrine 

or standing stone, to evolve and become something more than what it was at creation, 

even a regional place of worship. In the Iron I hill country the shrines that were clearly 
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ceremonial in nature, such as the Bull Site, Mt. Ebal, and Bedhat es-Sha’ab, had to evolve 

from something.  Pilgrimage studies tend to recognize small scale local manifestations of 

shrines as being a by-product of organized religion, however this was not the case in Iron 

I central hill country as there was no centralized religious authority.  The religious needs 

of individuals and families emanated from the household, which in turn relates to the 

need for private petitions in public places that would also appeal to individuals from other 

tribal affiliations that were in need of the same service. A greater evaluation of how the 

network of shrines inter-relate, and specifically how small-scale public shrines might 

evolve over time to become important pilgrimage destinations is something for future 

research.  

The textual and archaeological evidence for pilgrimage in the Iron I central hills 

provides new perspectives through which to evaluate aspects of early Israelite religion 

and culture. Pilgrimage festivals provided avenues for families and clans to come 

together in order to fulfill collective concerns surrounding subsistence and security. 

Pilgrimage has many facets that transect social, economic, and political agendas. By 

looking at the entire network of sites availed in the archaeological and textual record that 

apply to the Iron I central hills, from household shrines to shrines of regional and cross-

cultural appeal, there were several scales of pilgrimage evident in the central highlands. 

Each scale of pilgrimage had different sociological implications, but primarily pilgrimage 

provided avenues for people to exchange goods and services without losing honor, to 

negotiate status, and to bond over a collective awareness of kinship and community that 

provided avenues for disparate tribes to coalesce into a coherent political body.  
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