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Worship and Idolatry in the Book of Daniel through the
Lens of Tertullian’s De idololatria

JENNIE GRILLO

In introducing their study of idolatry within Judaism, Halbertal and Mar-
galit observe that ‘different concepts of God create, when reversed, differ-
ent concepts of idolatry. Different religious sensibilities conceive of the
alien or the enemy in totally different terms’.! Borrowing that description,
what I seek to do in this essay is to understand alien religion in the book of
Daniel as a way of being exposed to the religious sensibility and the con-
cept of God which has conceived of that enemy, and as Halbertal and Mar-
galit’s language indicates I assume those opposed categories will have an
affective relationship as well as a conceptual one.

Trying to understand the monotheism of the book of Daniel by under-
standing the book’s notion of idolatry means, of course, applying not one
but two categories which are not native to the world of the text: Greek ei-
dwiolatpio is not attested in the biblical corpus before the New Testa-
ment.” But in applying that non-native category of idolatry to the book of
Daniel I assume that when the three friends talk about not serving Nebu-
chadnezzar’s gods, or when the visions speak of a desolating abomination
in the place of regular sacrifice (8.13; 9.27; 11.31; 12.11), they are dealing
with the same phenomenon that rabbinic usage would later call strange
worship, or that Greek and Christian theological thinking would call
idolatry.’ To work out what idolatry looks like in the book of Daniel, I be-
gin by examining some different examples of reverence which have
seemed to later readers like contradictions; these dissonances take us to the

! HALBERTAL AND MARGALIT, Idolatry, 1.

? These two later notions of monotheism and idolatry do at least have a logical rela-
tion to one another from their intertwined history in thinking about religion: Nathan
MacDonald has pointed out that before the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century shift to
characterizing religions by their propositions rather than their piety, the opposite of
‘monotheism’ was not ‘polytheism’ but ‘idolatry’: see MACDONALD, Origins of Mono-
theism, 211 n. 38.

? For the continuities and innovations in the Jewish Greek development of &lwhov
and eidwioratpio as ways of speaking about the Hebrew Bible material, see HAYWARD,
Observations, and BUCHSEL, eidwlov, 373-380.
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points where the writers’ assumptions about what idolatry is are different
from the ones which later readers might bring to the text.

1. Worship Given and Withheld in Daniel

I will mention two sets of formal contradictions. First, and most famously,
the three Judeans refuse the command to fall down and worship the golden
statue, whereas Nebuchadnezzar, in exactly the same terms, has just fallen
down and worshipped Daniel for explaining his dream (the verbs in both
cases are 751 and 730, 2.46 and 3.18). The parallels between these two
scenes are rather exact, and they shape it as a cultic action in each case. On
the one hand, the statue is described with the clichés of idolatry: it is giant
and golden, like divine statues across the ancient world,4 and it is set up
and consecrated, in the terms typical of biblical anti-idolatry polemic;’ dis-
played against this, Nebuchadnezzar’s veneration of Daniel has embar-
rassed commentators since antiquity with its full and frank cultic apparatus
of a grain offering and incense. Certainly we could read a distinction be-
tween worshipping Daniel (2.46) and confessing Daniel’s God (2.47), but
this is only replicated by the distinction made throughout chapter 3 be-
tween worshipping the golden statue and serving Nebuchadnezzar’s gods;
it mutes none of the likeness which readers have found so uncomfortable,
but simply puts Daniel in the position of the golden idol.” I am not con-
vinced that the undoubted echo of the foreign rulers who bow down to Is-
rael in the book of Isaiah (Isa 49.7, 23; 60.14) should be made to do the
work of theological apology here; rhetorically, the prostration of Nebu-
chadnezzar is simply a satisfying climax to what is in part a conversion
story. There is a lack of felt theological tension in the text which should
make us look at something other than a grammar of gestures to understand
what idolatry is for the writers of Daniel.®

* COLLINS, Daniel, 180, gives ancient parallels for giant golden figures; all are
images of gods.

* DICK, Parodies, 1-53.

€ See COLLINS, Daniel, 171-172, for rabbinic and early Christian solutions. FEWELL,
Circle, 62, puts it down to Nebuchadnezzar’s confusion or to Daniel’s limitations in ac-
cepting what he should not have accepted.

" For the pair ‘serve your gods (n99) / worship the statue (130)" see 3.12, 14, 18. The
placing of the statue story directly after the dream interpretation makes the juxtaposition
all the more acute: since Daniel is absent from the action of chapter 3, the abiding image
of him is the previous scene’s closing tableau of Daniel receiving from the prostrate
Nebuchadnezzar the worship which his friends would now die to withhold.

¥ The only hint of a distinction in gestures which I can find in the book is that the ser-
vice of the Ancient of Days in 7.10 is not %5 but wnw — is a deliberate distinction made
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A second apparent clash in Daniel’s language of worship and idolatry
occurs between this same tale and a recurring image later in the book. As
well as 751 and 730, Daniel 3 also makes use of the slightly broader term
nvo (usually translated ‘serve’), which has stronger cultic resonances and
only has gods as its object in this tale: the three friends insist that ‘we will
not serve (n79) your gods’, only ‘our God, whom we serve (n70)’ (3.17-18;
see also 3.12-14, 3.28).° But this service which is reserved for the God of
the Judeans in chapter 3 is then given in the vision of chapter 7 to the Son
of Man (all people, nations and languages serve him, 1179, 7.14) and to
the people of the holy ones of the Most High (all dominions will serve
them, 1n%9°, 7.27); this is the language of cultic worship given otherwise
than to the God of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, which is what they
were willing to die not to do (3.28). The difference is not explicable as
simply a shift between two thought-worlds in the tales and the visions —
say, a sharply exclusive monotheism in the tales and a more calibrated ce-
lestial world in the visions'® — because the editorial shaping of chapter 7’s
vision claims for it a continuity with chapter 3’s notion of what is false and
true worship. Specifically, in the cultic service offered to the one like a son
of man there are recollections of the worship of the golden statue: ‘all peo-
ples, nations and languages’ serve that figure (7.14), the same audience
that the musicians summoned to the idolatrous worship of the statue (3.4);
it is essentially a deliberate inversion of the false worship in chapter 3,
rather than a new category of a different sort of veneration. Or, a link be-
tween the worship in the tales and the worship in the visions is created
when the liturgical language of praise that was earlier directed toward the
Most High is later reapplied to both the one like a Son of Man and the
people of the holy ones of the Most High: the language of their everlasting
kingdom that shall not be destroyed (7.14, 27) recalls Nebuchadnezzar’s
hymns (3.33 and 4.31), and the doxology of Darius’ decree (6.27). The
cultic service of the one and the many in chapter 7, then, is constructed on
the model of the worship which was reserved for the Most High in the ear-
lier chapters.’ All this cuts across any typology of mediator figures

here, so that the one like a Son of Man is not equal to the Ancient of Days but neverthe-
less receives veneration?

® See HALOT, V 1957. Daniel’s service of his God is also described with the same
verb in 6.17, 21.

10 For example, for Michael Mach the book of Daniel contains a bold ‘composite con-
cept of “monotheisms™ in its final redaction, because the faithful struggle to preserve
monotheism in the court tales is in tension with the introduction of angels of the nations
in the visions; see MACH, Concepts of Jewish Monotheism, 38.

1 A parallel though less developed collision also exists over the practice of ‘making
petitions’ (7w3): in chapter 6 Daniel resists Darius’ demand to make petitions exclusively
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occupying different levels of what has been called ‘venerative status’, such
as we find in scholarship on Jewish antecedents to the worship of Jesus;
those grids which arise out of a different group of texts seem not to map
usefully onto this material.'* So a hierarchy of venerated figures works no
better than a grammar of gestures to parse out the diversity of worship
practices as they are sometimes withheld and sometimes given in the book
of Daniel.

These observations, however, should not be used to recruit the book of
Daniel in support of a construction of early Jewish monotheism as ultra-
flexible and promiscuous in its ideas about who can be worshipped; in-
stead, what is interesting here is the book’s lack of engagement with those
issues. To highlight this absence of anxiety about definition around wor-
ship and idolatry, it is worth briefly comparing the book of Daniel in this
respect with other strands of tradition within early Judaism. Daniel’s si-
lence when Nebuchadnezzar falls at his feet contrasts with the angelic re-
fusal tradition which we meet across a wide range of other early Jewish
texts, mostly later than the book of Daniel (though not all, such as Tobit)."
This formulaic refusal of worship by an angel or another intermediary fig-
ure does not appear where we might expect it to in Daniel: in chapter 8,
Daniel is twice described as falling to the ground in his fear at the ap-
proach of Gabriel (8.17-19), but the narration lacks even the weakest form
of the angelic refusal tradition, ‘Do not fear’. Gabriel simply tells Daniel
to understand, picks him up and tells him to listen; there is no perceptible
anxiety about what is in other texts a worrying posture of veneration be-
fore an angel. Or in the encounter with the heavenly being of chapter 10,
which has more of the apparatus of an angelophany with its descriptions of
the messenger’s radiant appearance, Daniel is told not to fear (10.12, 19),
but there is no trace of the rebuke which elsewhere construes that fear as
inappropriate worship (simply ‘Do not fear, greatly beloved, you are safe’)
and the encounter lacks any of the other form-critical elements of the an-
gelic refusal scene, like the command to fear God instead or the explana-
tion that the angel is only a fellow-servant with the visionary."* Stucken-
bruck sees the refusal tradition as a new effort of definition, securing the
borders of monotheism; he traces the development whereby strictures and

to the king, perhaps felt to amount to divine honours, but at 2.16 and 2.49 he has
unproblematically done this to a king.

2 See, for instance, DAVILA, Methodology, 3-18.

B The classic study is STUCKENBRUCK, Angel.

' Stuckenbruck in fact gives Dan. 8 as one example among many where ‘in biblical
and early Jewish writings any one of the above-mentioned reactions to the presence of an
angel or human superior is frequently not deemed an act which runs at all counter to the
worship of one God’ (STUCKENBRUCK, Angel, 82 [italics original]).
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fences that kept out pagan idolatry in earlier biblical texts are put to use
against the possibility of idolatry within the imagined community of the
God of Israel."”> He finds that tradition most at home ‘in a literary context
which combines a prohibition to safeguard monotheism, on the one hand,
with a common interest in angelology, on the other’;'® Daniel combines
both of these interests, and yet for these authors monotheism does not yet
seem to feel vulnerable from within,

2. Idolatry in Tertullian’s De idololatria

To uncover the rationale behind the book of Daniel’s wide scatter of wor-
ship practices and its mixture of loosely guarded borders and closely po-
liced ones, we might use a way of thinking about idolatry borrowed from
early third-century North African Christianity in the writings of Tertullian.
Tertullian’s De idololatria is the most systematic treatise on idolatry in
early Latin Christianity, probably written between 203 and 206."7 For
Tertullian, idolatry is simply any honour given to divine beings outside the
Christian system, whether that honorific practice is cultic or not (‘If it is an
idol’s honour, without doubt an idol’s honour is idolatry’, 15.1):18 so, be-
ing a schoolteacher means committing idolatry (though being a pupil does
not) because a schoolteacher’s job requires him to speak about the old
Roman gods in a way which lends them honour and credibility (10); stop-
ping work on a public holiday which is the festival of a god is idolatry,
because it gives honour to the god who is commemorated (10); hanging
lamps on thresholds is idolatry because there are gods of thresholds (15.4,
7). The Christian wandering around in a world crowded with diverse idols
needs constant vigilance against giving any of them any sort of honour and
thus falling into the sin of idolatry (‘serving the demons, or treating them
respectfully’, 8). In this sense Tertullian’s definition of idolatry is quite
wide because all kinds of behaviour, and not only cultic acts, can be idola-
trous. Guy Stroumsa has contrasted Tertullian’s treatise in this respect with
Mishnah Avodah Zarah, which is a roughly contemporaneous and strik-
ingly similar negotiation of the same issues; Stroumsa suggests that in

'* STUCKENBRUCK, Angel, 87, 91-92.

16 STUCKENBRUCK, Angel, 271.

" Dates according to the most recent editors of De idololatria, WASZINK AND VAN
WINDEN, Tertullian’s De idololatria, 10; all translations are from this volume. For a gen-
eral treatment, see VAN WINDEN, Idolum, 108-114.

833 offers the etymological evidence, then reads Inde idololatria omnis circa /
omne idolum famulatus et servitus. For Tertullian’s practice of definition here, see SIDER,
Rhetoric, 101-102, 106.
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early Christian thinking the scope of idolatrous behaviour is so broad be-
cause worship is wider than cult alone for Christians — he sets this against
the narrower patterns of behaviour that carry cultic value for the Jewish
authorities behind Avodah Zarah.’ In this respect, the categories with
which the book of Daniel thinks anticipate the rabbinic tradition more than
they do Tertullian, since anxiety about idolatry in Daniel focuses around
cultic acts: bowing before a consecrated statue, the worship in the Jerusa-
lem temple, the misuse of sacred vessels.

But in another dimension Tertullian’s idea of idolatry has an elasticity
which matches well the diversity of behaviour stigmatized in Daniel. Al-
though the practice of idolatry in Tertullian is potentially broad, his under-
standing of it is nevertheless strikingly narrow: all these different kinds of
honour are only idolatrous when they are offered to the deities or the sa-
cred things of an alien religious system. Tertullian is not at all interested in
the move made in some New Testament expressions whereby idolatry
comes to have a transferred, non-cultic usage, so that greed is idolatry
(Eph 5.5, Col 3.5) — and of course this usage is later hugely developed to
become probably the predominant sense of idolatry in modern discourse,
where idols of power and money and ideology have no connection to any
cultic system. That figurative extension of idolatry is not present in Ter-
tullian: he is certainly worried about the ‘creep’ of idolatry into new areas
(‘Amid these reefs and inlets, amid these shallows and straits of idolatry,
Faith, her sails filled by the Spirit of God, navigates; safe if cautious, se-
cure if intently watchful’, 24), but this spread of idolatry to lurk and trip up
the careless is always by contiguity rather than by metaphorical equiva-
lence — so, idolatry spreads to include making handicrafts that are used to
decorate an idol’s temple, or taking a job as the civic official who organ-
izes sacrificial banquets, but none of these are seen as metaphorical paral-
lels to cultic idolatry; rather, they simply help real cultic idolatry to hap-
pen.” For Tertullian, idolatry for Christians is centrally and always any
dealings on good terms with other deities; idolatry is diagnosed by the
presence of other gods.

Now it is true that in Tertullian the commonality between all these di-
verse other gods is that demons are behind them, pouncing upon every di-
vine statue or episode of imperial cult to suck up the worship offered there
for themselves; all idolatrous worship is really offered to demons, which is

' STROUMSA, Idolatry, 173-184.

» “Therefore, we urge men generally to such kinds of handicrafts as do not come in
contact with an idol indeed, and the things which are appropriate to an idol’; see too ch.
11.
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a widespread view with its roots in the Hebrew Bible.”! But the important
thing for my analysis is that all the places where demons take up residence
in Tertullian’s world are the sacred things of non-Christian religious sys-
tems, things that belong to the cultic sphere: we never find a demon inhab-
iting an everyday object or a commemorative sculpture of a victorious
general, and so although for Tertullian idolatry is strictly speaking honour
offered to demons, we could rephrase it as honour offered to the gods or
sacred objects or holy places of any specifically cultic tradition other than
Tertullian’s readers’ own religious system. This definition is narrow and
economical because it focuses on the single factor of cultic otherness, in-
stead of a gradation of how much reverence is too much or how near or far
a divine mediator is to or from God.*

3. Tertullian’s Idolatry in Daniel

Applied to the book of Daniel, the single factor of cultic otherness has a
heuristic value in locating the instinct behind the variety of venerative be-
haviour that I mentioned before. From the perspective of the circles who
composed the book, Nebuchadnezzar’s cultic statue and his gods occupy a
prohibited space of alien deity which is what differentiates them from all
the other objects of an identical veneration outside that zone. We could
think of the divide as a single vertical line separating alien deity from eve-
rything else, rather than a series of horizontal gradations of which beings
may and may not receive which degrees of veneration. The honour which
is prohibited within that alien divine sphere, when the friends refuse to
worship the statue, is given rather indiscriminately outside it to Daniel, to
the faithful Judeans, to the heavenly Son of Man. Outside the prohibited
sphere of alien deity, an ordinary man can accept offering and sacrifice as
Daniel does from Nebuchadnezzar, and even Nebuchadnezzar himself in
chapter 2 can receive the petitions that in chapter 6 only God receives —
this is a specifically cultic otherness rather than foreignness itself, even the
foreignness of Gentile power. This way of thinking about idolatry reveals
an allergic reaction against even doing everyday honours to alien objects
of cult, alongside a complete absence of an equal sense of danger when it
comes to creatures within the Judeans’ own religious system; all the ki-

2 This is a view understood from Deut 32.17 and Ps 106.37, and attested in the New
Testament and elsewhere in early Judaism, most explicitly in the Enochic literature
whose canonicity Tertullian defended (see ch. 4, where he attributes the idea to Enoch);
see further BRAUN, Sacralité, 340.

2 For the importance of the principle of simplicity in the thought of Tertullian, see
OSBORN, Tertullian, esp. 1-26.
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netic energy of repulsion which gives the accusation of idolatry its emotive
power is generated by the otherness of what is construed as the object of
idolatry. Anxiety about idolatry is not focused on the risk of worshipping
created things rather than the creator: actually, the realm of creation is
rather neutral until it is drawn into the toxic orbit of alien deity.

Tertullian’s single category of alien cult to circumscribe the objects of
idolatry is also a helpful way of understanding the place of Antiochus
Epiphanes in the book of Daniel’s sensibility. Obviously verses like 11.36~
37, ‘He shall exalt himself and consider himself greater than any god...he
shall pay no respect to any other god, for he shall consider himself greater
than all’, do show that for the circles who produced the book, Antiochus
was felt to pose a threat to monotheistic practice in his own person, and not
just in his cultic reforms.” But we can perhaps be more precise about the
nature of that felt menace. Many commentators make a link between hubris
and idolatry, but hubris alone does not quite do all the work of creating an
actual cultic threat: hubris has a typical quality which the book parades, by
telling stories of Antiochus’ Babylonian and Persian forerunners and by
setting him within a visionary typology of long eras of reduplicating proud
kings.”* Hubris alone does not distinguish Antiochus from other iterations
of that type, like the king of exalted heart in 11.12, or the recurring king
‘who does as he pleases’ (11.3, 16, 36). Antiochus has a newness about
him: he is the culmination of the empire which is called ‘different from all
that came before it’ (7.7, 19, 23), and within that empire he himself is the
king who is ‘different from the former ones’ (7.24) and ‘will do what his
fathers and his fathers’ fathers did not do’ (11.24).

Rather than hubris alone, I suggest that the category of alien deity best
explains the threat that Antiochus poses to the monotheism of the book.
This distinction between the hubris of a tyrant and a more specific threat of
idolatry is focussed in Daniel 3 by the dedication of the statue, which finds
a counterpart in Tertullian’s notion of consecration as the marker of the
objects of idolatry. In Daniel 3 as in Tertullian, what designates idols as
such is an act of deliberate, public and socially intelligible marking-off of
the realm of alien cult: for Tertullian this is consecration (consecratio),
with its counterpart in Daniel in the dedication (hanukkah) of the statue.”’

* TCHERIKOVER, Civilization, 181-182 demonstrates the implausibility of the idea
that Antiochus wished to set up a new ‘pagan monotheism’ with the worship of himself
in the form of Zeus Olympios at its core; yet he notes at the same time that this is how it
seems to have been imagined by the authors of Jewish sources such as 1 Maccabees and
Daniel. For a similar distinction see COLLINS, Daniel, 321-322.

% On the typical, undifferentiated quality of the kings in the stories of Daniel 1-6 see
KRATzZ, Translatio, 131 n. 217.

% <And, of course, we know that, though these are empty and fictitious names, never-
theless, when they are used for superstition, they draw to themselves the demons and
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Consecration for Tertullian creates a bond which draws demons to live in
an object of idolatry; that is its effect, but the important thing for my
analysis is its social significance as the act marking the crossing of the
vertical line which separates the everyday from the sphere of cult. The ha-
nukkah of the statue for the friends in Daniel 3 operates like the consecra-
tion of door-frames to the gods of doors for Tertullian’s Christians: it des-
ignates alien cult. Of course, in Daniel 3 the golden statue is certainly not a
straightforward representation of the king, but there is a blurring between
the two when this tale is placed straight after Nebuchadnezzar’s dream of a
statue: the two chapters together invite us to see the figure of gold as a de-
fiant counter-claim made by the head of gold, Nebuchadnezzar, undoing
the destruction of the first statue and remaking it entirely in his own
golden image; the blurred line between the king and the statue provides a
way for the authors of Daniel to register their sense of Antiochus’ assimi-
lation into the sphere of alien deity.?® It is this, rather than only the human
hubris of a tyrant, which constitutes the specific threat of idolatry. In the
case of Antiochus too, the Daniel-authors’ understanding of idolatry is ir-
reducibly religious and defines its objects by their membership of the
sphere of alien deity.

Overall, what we gain from this heuristic use of Tertullian is the ability
to say that idolatry in Daniel is the worship (Daniel is here more specific
than Tertullian’s honor) of alien deity. That could sound like something of
a truism; but this is in fact a very narrow understanding of idolatry against
definitions that expand it out of the cultic sphere to take in any trust, obe-
dience, or love of anything other than God, or excessive reliance on any
created good. That broadly Lutheran understanding of idolatry, with its
roots in the New Testament, has come to predominate in much discussion,
even though it is a secondary, figurative development based on the spiritu-
alization of cult; so there is some usefulness in Tertullian forcing us to
register that certain strands of even late Hebrew Bible thinking still con-
ceive of idolatry in a concretely cultic sense. The other approach to idola-
try which is challenged by looking at Daniel through Tertullian is the habit
of defining it by gradations of worship practices and intermediary figures:
this certainly responds to a way of thinking in other (generally later) texts,

every impure spirit by means of the bond brought about by consecration’ (15.5). See
BRAUN, ‘Sacré’, 48: consecratio speaks basically of ‘I’acte par lequel on introduit
quelqu’un ou quelque chose dans le ius diuinum’. Cf. KOEP, Consecratio, 269, where the
sense is ‘die Herausnahme eines Gegenstandes aus dem Bereich des “profanum” (dies
kontradiktorisch zu “sacrum”) und seine Zueignung an die Gottheit durch den Menschen,
und zwar urspriinglich nicht in privatem Weiheakt, sondern durch amtlichen Vollzug’.

% For discussion of various interpretations of the relation between king and statue,
see LACOQUE, Daniel, 58-59.
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but it does not seem to apply to the book of Daniel, where a single vertical
divide marks off alien deity, rather than a system of fences within the
sphere of the God of Israel. Here, too, the perspective of Daniel contrasts
with much of the history of discourse around idolatry, where elements
within the same religious system have often attracted more of the force of
anti-idolatry polemic than the actually alien.

Understanding idolatry in Daniel this way, I suggest three conclusions
about how the book relates to some of the usual indexes of monotheism: I
will consider in turn the issues of the existence of other gods; universal-
ism; and the relationship of monotheism to early Jewish identity.

4. The Existence of Other Gods

The book of Daniel shows very little interest in the question of whether
other gods exist or not. In the most pressing situations, the rhetoric of
nothingness is strikingly absent: the friends’ protest in chapter 3 is only the
simple ‘we will not worship your gods’, with no question about their god-
hood, and no squeamishness about calling them gods such as we would
have found in Ezekiel, for example.27 The only conventional ‘monotheis-
tic’ rhetoric in this chapter in fact comes from Nebuchadnezzar: he uses
the terminology of ‘there is no other’ (3.29), but on the more exemplary
level of the friends, the refusal of other gods is at the level of practice and
not of theory. Nebuchadnezzar’s credo is set against the much less abstract
formulation of their own faith: ‘if our god is able to deliver us’, in contrast
to the king’s ‘there is no other god who is able to deliver like their God’.?®
The king, and not the Jews, comes closest to the voice of the canonical
monotheist in this story. Ernst Axel Knauf speaks of what he calls the ex-
clusive monotheism of the Judeans in the book, in which their god is the
only god, but the only expression of this he gives is in the Greek editions:
he cites Dan 3.45, where Azariah prays for enemies to ‘know that you are
the only God’ (yvéteoav &1t od &l kiplog & Bed¢ uévoc).” But in the He-
brew and Aramaic book of Daniel, theoretical abstractions like this are
missing.

This is not to suggest that the book of Daniel contends for the existence
of other gods, and in fact calling Belshazzar’s images ‘gods’ probably
means that here the old prophetic identification of images with their deities
has become naturalized — there really is no more to the Babylonians’ gods

7 See KuUTSKO, Heaven, 35-42.
% See COXON, Daniel III 17.
¥ KNAUF, Bibel, 46-47.
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than these objects.” But in the parenetic thrust of the book as it speaks to
Jews under pressure to apostasize, the rhetoric of non-existence seems to
have offered the authors remarkably little purchase. We may find an ex-
planation for the book of Daniel’s backing-away from the rhetoric of
nothingness in a matching rhetorical gap in Tertullian, for whom demons
do exist, and therefore idolatry has a real and dangerous object. Corre-
spondingly, for the circles who completed the book of Daniel, the language
of non-existence would have little valency in a situation where the being
felt to pose the threat of false worship is not Bel or Nebo but a real man;
Antiochus has a newly objective existence. The idol-polemic of Daniel is
thus unusual, constructed for a situation where the threat to monotheism is
uniquely human and undeniably alive.®’ The book presents a fiercely
practical monotheism without ontological scruples, defined apart from the
issue of non-existence.

5. Universalism

I have been speaking of idolatry in the book as the worship of alien deity,
but the powerful charge carried by that defining notion of alienness means
that the book is centrally preoccupied with the fear of Judeans worship-
ping other gods. There is no corresponding level of anxiety about whom
non-Judeans are worshipping, which puts a question to Klaus Koch’s as-
sertion that Daniel ‘presumes, like no other book of the Old Testament, a
universally oriented monotheism’.>> Koch locates this universally oriented
monotheism in the book’s cameos of foreign kings worshipping the Most
High God, and the same line of argument has been developed more fully
by John Barton, for whom ‘Daniel treats non-Jewish rulers as subject to
the authority of his own God - a clear indication of the advanced state of
monotheism by this time’.*> A universalistic reading of Daniel is most of-
ten grounded in episodes like chapter 5, where blaming Belshazzar for
worshipping idols seems to apply Jewish standards to a foreign king. How-
ever, I wonder whether the main rhetorical current of chapter 5 in fact runs

% See BARTON, Work of Human Hands, for this process.

3! This singularity is thrown into a higher relief by the contrast with a Daniel-tale for-
mulated outside the pressure of the crisis under Antiochus: the old idolatry of gods of
wood and stone comes back into focus in Bel and the Dragon, and like all good idol-
mockery this story gives its audience the last laugh at seeing the idol toppled, when Bel
is destroyed and the dragon blown up; contrast Dan 3, where the statue stays standing.

® KocH, Das aramiisch-hebriische Danielbuch, 24; see also 9-10. For a similar
universalism in Daniel see LEBRAM, Buch, 20.

3 BARTON, Theological Ethics, 665.
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in a different direction: the central argument of Daniel’s speech is that it is
(only) because of the exceptional case of his own father that Belshazzar
ought to have known better (5.18-22). Nebuchadnezzar is the pattern-
breaking convert king who casts a long shadow in the book, but the general
assumption is that foreign kings worship their own gods: Antiochus even
seems to be blamed for failing to pay respect to the gods of his ancestors in
11.37-39, and the author finds it polemically useful to exaggerate the dis-
continuity of Antiochus’ religious practice from his native one, with the
implausible ‘a god whom his fathers did not know’.** This seems to be a
deliberate contrast with Daniel who worships the god of his fathers (2.23),
and of course the phrase ‘a god your fathers did not know’ has a long his-
tory in the deuteronomistic characterization of apostasy (Deut 13.7; 28.64;
32.17; Jer 19.4). It is easy to forget that when applied to Antiochus usages
like these are a mirror image of the deuteronomistic perspective: Antiochus
is an ‘apostate’ for not worshipping foreign gods.

Again, although this limits how far we can speak of universalism in
Daniel, it is unlikely to mean that the authors approve of foreign kings
worshipping their own gods; it simply shows us what they were most wor-
ried about. Back in Daniel 5, the sharp offence is not that Belshazzar is
worshipping his own gods, but that he is using Judean vessels to do so.
These vessels were strongly paralleled with Daniel and his friends at the
start of the book, in the language of cultic purity; co-opting the vessels for
Babylonian worship is like coercing Judeans to commit idolatry.35 When
we remember that the deployment of this tale in the Maccabean book of
Daniel refracts Antiochus’ plundering of the Jerusalem temple, then the
issue becomes alien cult within Judean boundaries.”® In chapter 5 and in
the monotheism of Daniel more generally, the big offence of strange wor-
ship is not when outsiders do it but when inside elements are forced to do
it. Thus 1T wonder whether the book remains a little more particularistic
than is implied by speaking of the striking newness of ‘ethical norms

3 LEBRAM, Antiochus, 760, registers the strangeness of 11.36 so strongly that he
thinks it must originate in Egyptian polemic: ‘Es muss aus ausserjidischer Uberlieferung
stammen. Es ist nicht denkbar, dass einem jiidischen Autor die Verehrung der Gotter so
wichtig gewesen ist, dass ihre Missachtung durch Antiochus ihn interessiert haben
konnte’, Collins calls it ‘probably deliberate polemical distortion, to depict the impiety of
the king in the most extreme terms possible’ (COLLINS, Daniel, 387); it is striking that
this could be ‘impiety’ in the eyes of the Daniel-author.

35 That 5.2 presupposes 1.1-5 is suggested by KRATZ, Translatio, 86-87.

36 Against Towner, who says that “This story in itself contains no veiled allusions to
Antiochus’ (TOWNER, Daniel, 71); so too COLLINS, Daniel, 255, but he instead suggests
that this point of analogy ensures its relevance in the Maccabean period. For sources for
Antiochus’ plundering of the Temple treasures, see TCHERIKOVER, Civilization, 186 and
cf. 1 Macc 1.21-24 and 2 Macc 5.15-17.
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binding also on non-Jews’.”” The ethical norm here for foreign rulers is
that they must humble themselves; the ethical (more properly, cultic) norm
for Judeans is that they must maintain the purity of the worship of the
Most High.

6. Identity

Although I have indicated some ways in which the monotheism of the
book of Daniel is lightly defined, or focussed on practice more than theory,
I do want to note finally how central this monotheism is to the formation
of early Jewish identity in the book. In Daniel, monotheistic practice (with
its corollary of no idolatry) is the marker of Jewish identity, predominating
within the cluster of different identity-markers from among which all our
literary sources in this period select. Antiochus’ policies pressurized sev-
eral different expressions of Jewish identity, and the various literary re-
flexes of the persecution do not register all of these pressures equally; dif-
ferent sources seem to value different measures of Jewish identity.*® Clear
differences emerge between Daniel and 1 and 2 Maccabees in the weight
they give to various elements of Antiochus’ persecution, whether real or
borrowed from a stock of motifs for bad kings: as Steven Weitzman points
out, not all of the elements of Antiochus’ persecution reported in our other
sources find any place in Daniel.*® In particular, Daniel differs from 1 and
2 Maccabees in passing over the ban on circumcision: circumcision is an
identity-marker worth dying to preserve there (1 Macc 1.48, 60-61; 2
Macc. 6.10), but it does not figure in Daniel. The forced eating of pork is
also important for those books and exclusively important for 4 Maccabees
but, it seems, not important for Daniel. Refusing pork could be reflected
rather blurrily in the refusal of the king’s food in Daniel 1, but even there
food does not function to mark identity: rather shockingly, the skill of the
pious Judeans in the opening tale is the ability to look like everyone else.
They end up looking better (1.15), but the test is whether they can manage
not to look any different, to eat observantly but stay indistinguishable
(1.10, 13), so this chapter does not really wear dietary practice as a badge

%" BARTON, Ethics, 665.

% Lieu compares the selection among different boundaries (food laws, calendar,
circumcision, correct exegesis, purity, avoidance of idolatry) to enforce what she calls
the ‘rhetoric of separation’ in these and other early Jewish texts: see LIEU, Christian
Identity, 111-114.

» WEITZMAN, Plotting Antiochus’ Persecution, 234. Weitzman notes the absence of
the Sabbath issue (Ibid, 283-284).
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of identity.*® Antiochus’ calendrical reforms and the ban on Torah obser-
vance are also referenced in the little horn’s attempt to change the seasons
and the law (7.25), but by far the strongest memories of the persecution as
it impinged on Jewish identity are the demand to offer prohibited worship,
to which the older tale in Daniel 3 speaks so eloquently; the profanation of
the sanctuary reflected in the omw» Ypw; and the cessation of the legiti-
mate cult, reflected in 8.11-14 and surely in mind for the copyists of
chapter 6. Of the many ways in which Antiochus sought to take the place
of the God of the Judeans, the shocks most profoundly felt in the book of
Daniel are these measures which touch on strictly cultic practice. The only
two proto-martyrdom stories in the book are those which advocate against
idolatry, in chapter 3, and for correct devotion, in chapter 6; in the food-
test of chapter 1 it is the palace-master alone who puts his life at risk,
1.10.4 Worshipping the God of Israel and not committing idolatry are the
things pre-eminently worth dying for in Daniel, and these are the ways that
Daniel and his friends define themselves: ‘we will not worship your
gods’.42

In his comparison of De idololatria with Avodah Zarah, Stroumsa has
proposed that ‘Christian identity is formulated, in contrast to Jewish iden-
tity, exclusively in religious, and not in ethnic terms’ in those texts, and if
we were to accept the terms of that comparison then Daniel would differ
from what was to become a defining strand of Jewish monotheistic self-
understanding in a pagan world.* On Stroumsa’s analysis, the book of
Daniel would skew closer to Tertullian than to Avodah Zarah, delineating
Jewish identity in religious rather than ethnic terms. But in fact all of the
identity-markers threatened by Antiochus are usually grouped together into
the single category of ‘religious’ or ‘cultural’, rather than ‘ethnic’, so I am
hesitant about positing too sharp a distinction between those texts which
focus on circumcision or food laws and Daniel, which concentrates on re-
sisting idolatry.* Perhaps we can simply say that Jewish martyrdom has

“ As against, e.g., TOWNER, Daniel 1.

! In contrast to 2 and 4 Macc: for the preeminence of refusing unlawful food in Jew-
ish martyrology, see RAJAK, Law, 126-129.

2 See FINE, Art, 70-73, 80, for whom the Maccabean revolt is a point of transition
when opposition to the representation of foreign idols (he calls it ‘anti-idolism’) in-
creased in emphasis as a marker of Jewish identity.

 STROUMSA, idolatry, 180, italics original; there are reasons for unease with this
paradigm, such as those expressed in LIEU, Identity, 20, 308-310.

* See, e.g. COHEN, Beginnings. He gives ‘culture’ and ‘religion’ as equivalent types
of identity (for which one must ‘worship the God of the Judaeans and/or follow the an-
cestral laws of the Judaeans’), in contradistinction to an identity which is ethnic-
geographic, e.g. 14, 24, 58-66, 70, 78-81, 105-106, 133-135, 137-138, 343. So too
LIEU, Identity, 106.
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not yet crystallized as dying for the law, as it will in 4 Maccabees; in
Daniel, the stronger link is between martyrdom and idolatry, formulated
exclusively in cultic categories.45 The worship of the god of the Jews and
the refusal to commit idolatry are the preeminent traits by which the final
compilers of the book of Daniel defined themselves against the identity
politics of Antiochus Epiphanes.46 The development of monotheism in the
post-exilic period, then, comes full-circle here: Kratz aligns Daniel 3 and 6
precisely with Deutero-Isaiah in proclaiming a monotheistic confession
under the pressure of assimilation as the binding norm of Jewish identity.*’
The book of Daniel’s monotheism, in all its strange flexibility and lack of
definition, is at the centre of what it means to be the people of the Holy
Ones of the Most High.
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