



The Maccabean Revolt, Part One


What can one do, when one is told that his or her worship practices will no longer be tolerated by the state?  Many people have been forced to face this question throughout history: Catholics in England, after the reforms of Henry the Eighth, Russian Orthodox Christians in the former Soviet Union, and others from many different times and religions.  In the case of the first two examples the faithful continued to practice their religion in secret, even at great personal risk to themselves.  But what if you don't want to bury your head in the sand?  Is it possible for you and those like you to band together and puts things, from your collective point of view, right?  Certainly.  And to give these rebels at heart an heartening example I will cite the Maccabee revolt of 167 BC.


What led these people to revolt, you might ask?  There were many causes, natually, but if I may be allowed to toss all of these leaden bits of history into my magical pot I will, with my philosopher's stone of a brain (which happens to be just as dense as the aforementioned bits), transform them into this one explanation: in the year 175 BC Antiochus IV, of the Seleucid Dynasty, issued a number of decress forbidding Jews from following their normal religious practices, and this led a rustic priest named Mattathias, in the year 167 BC, to instigate the revolt by refusing to pray to the Greek Gods.  Not only did he not go with the flow, so to speak, but he killed another Jew when he saw him offering his own sacrifice to the pagan gods.  Clearly, this was a man who took his religion seriously.  It is unknown whether his sons shared in his fervent piety or not; but what is known is that all five of them were forced to flee with their father after the murder took place.  They fled to the wilderness of Judea, and while this environment was far from comfortable it must have seemed a second Eden to them, in light of the violent deaths which surely would have fallen upon them had they stayed in Jerusalem.


This respite from eventual mortality proved short lived, however, and death did catch up with the murderer Mattathias only a year into his exile.  His son, Judah, did not take this well, and he decided to take over leadership of the insurgency.  During the first two years of this enterprise Judah and pals went to great lengths to avoid large scale battles with the enemy forces; instead, they achieved a string of small victories, using guerrilla tactics, which eventually led to a victory over a small Syrian force led by Appollonius at Nahal el-Haramiah.  Judah took as a spoil from this battle the sword of Appollonius, and used it in every battle that followed.  It is not clear if he named the sword, or if the sword had a name before he took it, and when I asked myself what I would have called it I came up with the Syrian Skewer.  The Seleucid Skewer would work, too.


After this battle, disenchanted Jews started to gather round Judah's army like flies around honey.  These new recruits soon had reason to take heart in the cause they had signed up for: Antiomachus, the man behind all of the trouble, had left for a campaign against the Parthians, an empire originating in the north of modern Iran.  He left Lysias in charge of affairs, and this viceroy in turn dispatched two generals, Nicanor and Gorgias, to lead a force which encountered the Maccabees at Emmaus.  Judah's army was against victorious, marching at night to elude Gorgias' forces, which had entered the mountains to find and destroy their enemies' camp, and thereby surprising the rest of the Syrian forces with a sudden attack.  This defeat convinced Lysias that he needed to take this problem seriously.  He sent a force into Judea from the south, but at a site near Beth-zur, south of Jerusalem, Judah's army won their most decisive victory yet.  With this enemy army taken care of the Maccabean army had a clear route to Jerusalem, which they soon took advantage of, and once there they reconsecrated the Jewish Temple.  It had been defiled earlier by the Seleucids when they slaughtered a pig-considered by the Jews to be an unclean animal unfit for sacrifice-on the Altar and tried to make the Jewish men eat the flesh.  It is unclear whether they meant the Jews to eat the pig raw of roasted-in either case the offer was insulting to them, so that, as they say, was that.  This ceremony of cleansing, to get back on point, took place on December the Fourteenth 164 BC on our calendar, and is to this day commemorated by the Hanukkah holiday.


So the story's over, right?  Every Jew lived happily ever after?  Sadly, this was not the case, and in the second part of this essay we will examine what happened after the Maccabees gained control of Jerusalem.  The future, as we shall see, will prove no less bloody than the past, and due to the overweening ambitions of Mattiathias' sons will reach out to other parts of the region, like the petals of a blooming flower.  
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