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Winter Week of Learning - Thursday, December 24, 2015

Chavruta: Unity, Schism and Foreign Culture:
The War of Hyrcanus and Aristobulus and the Murder of Onias

Vered Noam

1. Josephus, Ant. 14:19-28

[19]Because of these promises which were made to him, Aretas marched against Aristobulus with an
army of fifty thousand horsemen and footsoldiers as well, and defeated him in battle. After his victory
many deserted to Hyrcanus, and Aristobulus, being left alone, fled to Jerusalem. [20] Thereupon the
Avrab king took his whole army and attacked the temple, where he besieged Aristobulus; and the
citizens, joining Hyrcanus’ side, assisted him in the siege, while only the priests remained loyal to
Aristobulus. [21] And so Aretas placed the camps of the Arabs and Jews next to one another, and
pressed the siege vigorously. But as this action took place at the time of observing the festival of
Unleavened Bread, which we call Phaska (tovtav 6 ywopévav katd tov Koipov Tig tdv aldpmv
£opriig, jv maoya Aéyouev), the Jews of best repute left the country and fled to Egypt. [22] Now there
was a certain Onias, who, being a righteous man and dear to God (dikaov dvta koi Ogopiri}), had once
in a rainless period prayed to God to end the drought, and God had heard his prayer and sent rain; this
man hid himself when he saw that the civil war continued to rage, but he was taken to the camp of the
Jews and was asked to place a curse on Aristobulus and his fellow-rebels, just as he had, by his
prayers, put an end to the rainless period. [23] But when in spite of his refusals and excuses he was
forced to speak by the mob, he stood up in their midst and said, [24] “Oh God, king of the universe (&
Oee Paciried TV 6AwV), since these men standing by me are Thy people, and those who are besieged
are Thy priests, | beseech you not to hearken to them against these men nor to bring to pass what these
men ask Thee to do to those others.” And when he had prayed in this manner the villains among the
Jews who stood round him stoned him to death.

[25] But God straightaway punished them for this savagery, and exacted satisfaction for the murder of
Onias in the following manner. While the priests and Aristobulus were being besieged, there happened
to come round the festival called Phaska (trjv €éoptiv €motijvar Ty kaAovpuévny edoka), at which it is
our custom to offer numerous sacrifices to God. [26] But as Aristobulus and those with him lacked
victims, they asked their countrymen to furnish them with these, and take as much money for the
victims as they wished. And when these others demanded that they pay a thousand drachmas for each
animal they wished to get, Aristobulus and the priests willingly accepted this price and gave them the
money, which they let down from the walls by a rope (d1d @V tey@v kabyncavteg). [27] Their
countrymen, however, after receiving the money did not deliver the victims, but went to such lengths of
villainy that they violated their pledges and acted impiously toward God by not furnishing the
sacrificial victims to those who were in need of them (1ol deopévoic). [28] But the priests, on suffering
this breach of faith, prayed to God to exact satisfaction on their behalf from their countrymen; and He
did not delay their punishment, but sent a mighty and violent wind to destroy the crops of the entire
country, so that the people at that time had to pay eleven drachmas for a modius of wheat.
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[He said to them:] “As long as they carry on the
Temple service they will never be delivered into your

hands.”
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On the morrow they let down denars in a basket and

hauled up a pig.
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When it reached halfway up the wall, it stuck its claws

into the wall,
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and the land of Israel was shaken over a distance of

four hundred parasangs by four hundred parasangs.
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At that time they declared, ‘Cursed be the man who
rears pigs and cursed be the man who teaches his son

Greek wisdom!’
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It was concerning this time [of siege] that we learnt: It
once happened that the ‘Omer was brought from
Gaggoth Zerifin and the two loaves from the valley of
Bet Soker.
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Questions:

Read Josephus carefully. Can you identify redundancy in the stories? Where? Look at the sequence of
lines 25-26, and then at line 28. What's strange here? Compare lines 24 and 28 — do you see any
difficulty? How does all this help us reconstruct Josephus' editorial work here?

Now read the Talmudic parallel. What are the differences between the two versions?

Do the Onias story and the sacrifices story carry the same message? What is it? In which version
(Josephus, Bavli) of the siege story is this message more conspicuous?




