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Prior to the Babylonian invasion of Jerusalem in 
586 bc, Lehi took his family into the wilderness. 
Around the same time, another group of Jews fled to 
Elephantine in Egypt. Ludlow evaluates the Nephite 
group, the Elephantine colony, and the Jews in 
postexilic Jerusalem to show how the Nephites com-
pared religiously with other Jewish groups. Social 
relationships, the Sabbath and festivals, priesthood 
officials, and temples played important roles in all 
three communities, with the importance and func-
tion of each varying among the three. On the other 
hand, scriptural texts strongly aided the reformation 
of Jerusalem and played an important role among the 
Nephites, beginning with the retrieval of brass plates 
from Laban, but the Elephantine community lacked 
texts related to the Hebrew Bible. After comparing the 
three, Ludlow shows that the Nephites created their 
own religious community, separate and independent 
from the religious community they left behind. 
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Jerusalem about 600 bc. Illustration by Joseph Brickey.
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A  Tale  of  Three  Communities:

 by jared w. ludlow

Jerusalem,
Elephantine, &

Lehi-Nephi

Before the de struction of Jerusalem 

and its temple by the Babylonians in 

586 bc, inhabitants of Judah, or the Jews, 

as they came to be known, centered their 

religious life around the priestly activities of 

the Jerusalem temple.



Their temple-centered religion changed, however, 
with the invasion and takeover by the Babylonian 
Empire. In advance of the looming crisis, many 
prophets exhorted the citizens of Judah to repent 
and be preserved from possible destruction. Jere
miah (see Jeremiah 7:1–15; 11:1–17) and Lehi (see 
1 Nephi 1:4, 13) were among them. Both Lehi and 
Jeremiah risked their lives to deliver their prophe-
cies but with little success (see 1 Nephi 1:18–20; Jer-
emiah 20:1–2; 26:8–9). Finally the Lord commanded 
the threatened Lehi to take his family into the wil-
derness prior to Jerusalem’s destruction eventually 
to inhabit a new promised land (see 1 Nephi 1:20; 
2:2; 18:23); still other Jews fled to Egypt, taking Jer-
emiah with them, and settled there (see Jeremiah 
43:4–7). Those who remained in Jerusalem faced the 
Babylonian onslaught, which included the deporta-
tion of captives to Babylon as well as the destruc-
tion of the city and its temple. Many of the former 
inhabitants of Judah now found themselves in spiri-
tual crisis: how were they to live their religion away 
from the covenant land and the site of the temple? 
As Lehi’s family entered a new promised land as 
described in the Book of Mormon, they also faced 
the task of reconstituting their religious community 
far away from Jerusalem and the region of their 
earlier covenant history.

In order to better understand how the Nephites 
compare religiously with various other Jewish 
groups during this pivotal period of religious and 
social recovery (during the fifth and sixth centu-
ries bc) as these groups adapted to changes that 
occurred to the previous Jerusalem temple worship, 
I would like to compare three “Jewish” communi-
ties that tried to reconstitute their societies in new 
circumstances: the Jewish community at Elephan-
tine Island in Upper Egypt, postexilic Jerusalem, 
and the Nephite colony in the Americas.1 These are 
the crucial questions: What were key components 
in these respective religious communities? How 
did these communities interact with their political 
overlords and neighbors? What types of festivals 
were significant for the respective communities? 
What were the roles of the temple and sacred texts 
in community life? By examining the categories of 
temple, social relations, festivals, texts, and priest-
hood, we can see that the core factors determining 
a similar religious identity for all these communi-
ties were temple ritual practice and festival worship. 
But in the case of texts and priesthood, unlike the 

Jews in postexilic Jerusalem and the early Nephites, 
Jews at Elephantine did not seem to seek a firm con-
nection with or continuation of previous covenant 
communities and instead chose a different way of 
developing social relations with their neighbors. 

Background

A major factor in the founding of the three 
communities—postexilic Jerusalem, Elephantine, 
and the colony of (Lehi-)Nephi—was the rise and 
domination of Near Eastern empires in the region. 
Beginning in the eighth century bc, Israel came 
under siege from growing empires in the East. 
The first of these empires, Assyria, conquered the 
northern kingdom of Israel and dispersed many 
of its inhabitants. A little over a century later, the 
Babylonians conquered the Assyrians and attacked 
the southern kingdom of Judah, eventually deport-
ing many inhabitants and destroying the Jerusalem 
temple. Sometime during the period of Assyrian 
and Babylonian expansion, and probably as a result 
of these invasions, a Jewish group of mercenaries 
made their way to Egypt and settled near the Nile’s 

In 586 bc, the Babylonians sacked Jerusalem and destroyed the 
temple. The Destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem, by Francesco 
Hayez. Cameraphoto Arte, Venice/Art Resource, NY.
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first cataract on an island known as Elephantine.2 
Although the precise date of the founding of this 
community is unknown, it seems to have had 
strong ties to the former northern Israelite kingdom 
because of its unique worship practices and reliance 
on Aramaic as its mother tongue. As a result of 
either the Assyrian invasion or later clashes between 
the Egyptians and the Assyrians, or the Babylonian 
attack, these Jews settled in a fort on the island and 
eventually built their own temple. By the time the 
Persians conquered Egypt in 525 bc, this Jewish 
community was well-established, maintaining many 
aspects of Jewish worship. 

The postexilic community of Jerusalem was 
founded when the Persians allowed exiled Jews to 
return to their homeland after 538 bc. Many Jews 
came with such leaders as Ezra, Zerubbabel, and 
Nehemiah and reestablished their community, 
rebuilt the city, and restored the temple. Although 
the exact chronology of some of the key figures is 

debated, the community began 
practicing sacrificial worship 
shortly after returning, and Ezra 
and Nehemiah reasserted obedi-
ence to the law and covenant a 
few decades later.3 

Shortly before the Babylonian 
invasion, around 600 bc, Lehi 
and his family were warned to 
flee Jerusalem prior to its destruc-
tion. They spent some time wan-
dering in the wilderness near the 
Red Sea but eventually sailed to 
a promised land in the Americas. 
Thus, by the middle of the sixth 
century bc, these three groups 
faced new challenges and issues 
in their religious lives, all within 
differing environments. 

Temple

One of the strongest institu-
tions for all three communities 
was a temple, but the Elephantine 
community’s temple exhibits 
some puzzling aspects when com-
pared with the others. Although 
we don’t know the exact date of 
the construction of the temple 
in Elephantine, it seems to have 

been built before the conquest of Egypt by Camby-
ses in 525 bc, a number of years before the Jerusa-
lem temple was rebuilt. Elephantine was noteworthy 
because it was a Jewish community outside of Israel 
that constructed its own temple, a development 
that runs counter to the belief “that foreign soil was 
ritually unclean precluding erection thereon of a 
temple.”4 

Why was the Elephantine community so will-
ing to build a temple when the Jews exiled from 
Judah to Babylon were not? Many have attempted 
to trace the origin of the Elephantine community 
to northern Israel, possibly with strong connec-
tions to the Arameans of that region (a Semitic, 
nomadic group related to the Hebrews). This group 
had apparently experienced minimal contact with 
the Jerusalem establishment before arriving in 
Elephantine. Thus, as one scholar put it, the “Jewish 
character of the Elephantine colony is secondary.”5 
The problem with this view, however, is explaining 

Lehi’s family fled Jerusalem before it was destroyed, and they were guided by the Lord to a 
new home. Family of Lehi Camped in Promised Land, by Gary Kapp. © IRI.
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the evident, strong Jewish aspects of this group 
or especially why Judeans, who were a part of this 
community, did not seem to have a problem with 
the worship practices established there. From a dif-
ferent viewpoint, Talmon believes that “Egyptian 
Jewry had adjusted to their Diaspora conditions. 
They had accepted life ‘away from the land’ as final 
and did not entertain any hope of a restoration, or 
at least did not believe in the possible realization of 
such hope in historical times.”6 Although the con-
struction of the temple by Egyptian Jews does seem 
to indicate a new and vibrant outlook as part of 
their adjustment to Diaspora conditions, as Talmon 
suggests, it may not connote a sentiment of finality 
since they seemed to continue to revere Jerusalem 
and its religious leadership. The construction of 
the temple may have been an adjustment they were 
willing to make to maintain their worship in their 
current situation—unlike the Babylonian Jewish 

community—but both could have held out the same 
hopes for the future restoration of Jerusalem and 
her temple. 

In the Aramaic Elephantine documents, this 
“altar house”7—the temple—was a place where meal 
offerings, incense, and, at least initially, burnt offer-
ings were offered. Somewhat like the Jerusalem tem-
ple, the Elephantine temple suffered its own episode 
of annihilation when the Egyptian Khnum priests 
requested its destruction from the Persian general 
in Elephantine-Syene. This destruction prompted 
correspondence from Elephantine to Jerusalem 
seeking approval and assistance to rebuild the 
temple. The fact that the Elephantine Jews sought 
a recommendation from Jerusalem shows “that 
they did not regard themselves as schismatic, nor 
even opposed to the claims of the Temple at Jerusa-
lem.”8 However, the first letter to the high priest of 

Elephantine Island in the Nile, opposite Assuan, Egypt. This photo-
graph shows the ancient quay walls. Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY.

The Elephantine papyri, such as the one shown here, describe the 
functions of the temple in the Elephantine community.
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Jerusalem, the governor of Judah, and the nobles of 
the Jews remained unanswered, despite the descrip-
tion in the letter of mourning within the Egyptian 
community over the loss of their temple. 

A second attempt was made to contact the 
authorities of Jerusalem and Samaria, this time 
ignoring the High Priest from Jerusalem. This effort 
may show that, even though the Elephantine Jews 
were not opposed to the Jerusalem temple, perhaps 
the Jerusalem High Priest had some reservations 
about their temple, and only when the Samarian 
authorities were invoked did Jerusalem respond to 
prevent increased influence from Samaria. In the 
relevant Elephantine letter, a promise was made 
that, if the temple were rebuilt, “the Jews of Ele-
phantine would pray for the governor of Judah and 
offer meal offerings, incense and burnt offerings in 
his name on the altar of YHW9 at Elephantine.”10 

Another temple built outside of the land of 
Israel was constructed in the New World by the 
Nephites shortly after their separation from the 

Lamanites, following Lehi’s death. As Nephi’s 
people began to construct buildings, they built a 
temple “after the manner of the temple of Solomon 
save it were not built of so many precious things” 
(2 Nephi 5:16). According to Nephi’s own record, 
the workmanship was exceedingly fine. Not much 
detail is given about the specifics of the Nephites’ 
temple worship, but since they were following the 
law of Moses (see 2 Nephi 5:10), they presumably 
performed customary offerings and sacrifices, per-
haps from the flocks and crops they had produced 
(see 2 Nephi 5:11; see also Mosiah 2:3). The only 
other specific mention of religious activity related to 
the initial temple occurred as Jacob used the temple 
as a teaching site (see Jacob 1:17; 2:2, 11).11 

The third Jewish community to focus on temple 
construction was the postexilic Jerusalem commu-
nity. As members of the Babylonian Jewish commu-
nity began to make their way back to Jerusalem, the 
former exiles began to rebuild the temple. Yet while 
the initial project repaired the altar for sacrificial 

Nephi and his people built a temple shortly after they separated from the Lamanites. Illustration by Joseph Brickey.

	j ournal of Book of Mormon Studies� 33



worship, the temple sanctuary remained in need 
of repair for quite some time. The prophet Haggai 
became concerned with the problem of worshipping 
in a ruined sanctuary, especially when the people 
were living in comfortable homes while the Lord’s 
house lay in waste (see Haggai 1:4, 8, 14). “There-
fore,” notes one prominent study,

the prophet promised the Jerusalemites and 
their leaders, Zerubbabel and the high priest 
Joshua, the blessings of Yahweh’s presence in 
the new temple. This would be the temple’s 
glory and the community’s hope. National, 
religious, and cultic identity depended on the 
reestablishment of the cultic center.12

The temple altar was already being used for 
sacrifice as soon as the Jews returned, perhaps 
even before (see Jeremiah 41:5).13 But the temple’s 
importance went beyond sacrifice—it was tied to 
the Jews’ national identity, which is probably part of 
the reason why the returning exiles, in rebuilding 
the temple, refused the assistance of the Samarians 
and other inhabitants who had been left behind. 
The community they were establishing was going 
to be more narrowly defined, and only those from 
the narrow group could rebuild and worship in the 
restored temple. Besides being a religious shrine, the 
temple was a powerful political and economic insti-
tution—primarily as the collection and distribution 
site of the people’s tithes and offerings—and the 
returning Jews sought to control these key temple 
functions. 

This exclusion of the Samarians created antago-
nism, so the returning Jews had to overcome the 
local opposition of the Samarians and others when 
they tried to rebuild the temple, even though they 
had the Persian emperor’s blessing and financial 
support. Historical documents show that only after 
lengthy correspondences back and forth between 
Jerusalem and the Persian overlords was this matter 
resolved to the Jews’ satisfaction, but certainly not 
to the satisfaction of the Samarians and others (see 
Ezra 4:1–6:15). 

In both Elephantine and Jerusalem, the reli-
gious desires of the community to rebuild their 
temples had to be balanced with the new political 
realities. In both cases, the Persians and the Samar-
ians played key roles. In the case of Elephantine, 
however, the Samarians were used more as a tool 
for arousing jealousy to force the Jewish governor 

of Judah to support their rebuilding project because 
he did not want to give the Samarians that oppor-
tunity. In the case of the Nephites, the new politi-
cal situation brought about by separating from the 
Lamanites and forming their own community led 
them to build a temple like the one they had left in 
Jerusalem. 

Social Relations

The political maneuverings among Jerusalem, 
Elephantine, Samaria, and Persia, and between 
the Nephites and Lamanites demonstrate that the 
relationships between these communities and their 
neighbors were also a high priority because each 
community sought favor from their overlords. The 
former exiles in Jerusalem immediately separated 
themselves from the people of the land, especially 
the Samarians. Although they shared similar 
customs, religious beliefs, and backgrounds, the 
returning Jews, perhaps in a bid to establish com-
plete political control, refused to interact with the 
Samarians, especially prohibiting intermarriage. 
In fact, this prohibition became a type of litmus 
test to determine if one was a faithful member of 
the community: had they separated themselves 
from the peoples of the land (see Nehemiah 9:2; 
10:28)? The last chapter of Ezra describes a manda-
tory meeting—unless one was willing to lose his 
property and be cut off from the community (see 
Ezra 10:8)—wherein citizens of Jerusalem confessed 
their sins and promised to obey the prohibition 
against intermarriage. However, it apparently took 
some time to sort everything out, and the giving 
up of one’s foreign wives started at the top among 
the leaders and then moved down. Nehemiah was 
quite indignant toward those who had intermar-
ried. He contended with them, cursed them, struck 
some of them, pulled out their hair, and made them 
covenant that neither they nor their children would 
intermarry (see Nehemiah 13:25).

The Nephites also experienced a radical separa-
tion from even closer kinsmen. Because of Nephi’s 
older brothers’ anger and desire to kill him and 
their desire that he not rule over them (see 2 Nephi 
5:2–4), Nephi was warned by the Lord to depart 
into the wilderness with all those who would go 
with him (see 2 Nephi 5:5). Those who followed 
Nephi began to call themselves the people of Nephi, 
or Nephites, and were not only spiritually separated 
from the others by their desire to follow God’s com-
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mands but were now physically separated as well 
(see 2 Nephi 5:9–10). Spiritual and physical con-
sequences followed those who chose not to follow 
Nephi (see 2 Nephi 5:20–21). Like the Jews under 
Ezra and Nehemiah’s jurisdiction, the Nephites 
were prohibited from intermarrying with their 
neighbors or else the same cursing would come 
upon them (see 2 Nephi 5:22–23).14 Thus began a 
long and often tumultuous relationship between 
these two groups that was often the means of stir-
ring up Nephi’s people to remember the Lord (see 
2 Nephi 5:25).

The Elephantine Jews, on the other hand, had 
no problem intermarrying with Egyptians and 
other neighbors. In fact, the temple records list 
offerings made to many different gods, not just 
Jehovah (Yahu). Similarly, some oaths in marriage 
and other contracts were made in the name of 
Yahu as well as other gods, particularly if it was a 
mixed religious family (for example, see Aramaic 
Papyri 7, 14, 22). 

Some have labeled the Jewish worship at the 
Elephantine temple as syncretistic, but it is unclear 
whether all the Jews were worshipping foreign gods 
or merely allowing offerings to be made to other 
deities in a type of ecumenical arrangement. One 
scholar, Sami Ahmed, wonders if “the recognition 
of comparable deities may only have been practical 
for social acceptance.”15 Another scholar, Thomas 
Bolin, concludes that the use of uncustomary titles 
for God, especially elohe shamaia, was merely a 
policy of political expediency, equating “their god 
with the Persian Ahura Mazda in an effort to have 
their request more favorably received,” rather than 
a result of theological reflection.16 In fact, he cau-
tions that the repetition of these terms could be a 
very formulaic or meaningless protocol, and “to ask 
questions of theological signification of texts that 
are clearly not dealing with issues of theological 
speculation disregards the genre of the texts under 
study and the limits that genre sets on the type of 
data a text can and cannot yield.”17 In agreement 

Nephi was commanded by the Lord to lead his people away from the people of Laman and Lemuel after the death of Lehi. Into the 
Wilderness, by Jorge Cocco Santangelo. May not be copied. For information see www.jorgecocco.com.
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with this concept, Michael Silverman argues that 
we must “consider those documents in which the 
Elephantine Jews consciously try to state the main 
points of their faith. Such a text is AP 30–31, the 
petition to Bagoas the Governor of Judea for help 
in rebuilding the temple. Here the god worshipped 
is Yahu the God of Heaven, the God of Israel, and 
there is no hint of syncretism at all.”18 

The community situation in Elephantine cer-
tainly indicates that the Jews were not isolated 
in a separate ghetto but had economic, political, 
and even marital relations with non-Jews. They 
seemed to have enjoyed good relations with their 
gentile neighbors except in the case of the angry, 
neighboring Egyptian priests who objected to 
some of their worship practices. For the Nephites 
and for the Jews in Jerusalem, however, there was a 
distinct separation between them and their neigh-
bors, primarily based on perceived worthiness 
within the covenant.

Festivals

Festivals and the Sabbath played an important 
role in all three communities, although admit-
tedly there is less direct discussion of Nephite 
and Elephantine observance of the Mosaic holy 
days. Although the Nephite and Elephantine texts 
are not completely clear on the exact nature of 
these observances, they are discussed, and we can 
assume they were part of the worship custom. 
Again, the Book of Mormon at the time of the 
formation of the Nephite community makes only 
a general statement regarding the Nephite obser-
vance of the law of Moses: “We did observe to 
keep the judgments, and the statutes, and the com-
mandments of the Lord in all things, according 
to the law of Moses” (2 Nephi 5:10). Almost two 
centuries later, the people of Nephi had multiplied 
in the land and “observed to keep the law of Moses 
and the sabbath day holy unto the Lord” (Jarom 
1:5). We know from later passages that they con-
tinued to keep the law of Moses until after Christ’s 
death and his appearance in the Americas (see 
3 Nephi 15:2–10; see also an earlier controversy 
over whether the law of Moses had already been 
fulfilled in 3 Nephi 1:24–25). 

In the Elephantine texts, the festivals were more 
frequently mentioned than the Sabbath. From this 
fact, Silverman concluded that “the festivals are 
more important than the Sabbath. This certainly 

differs from Judean practice, but is in consonance 
with later Egyptian Hellenistic custom.”19 Passover 
seems to have been especially noteworthy for Jews 
at Elephantine. In fact, the observance of Passover, 
and especially the mission and letter of the Jerusa-
lemite Hananiah to Elephantine, was probably the 
cause of the temple’s destruction because it “aroused 
the animosity of the Elephantine Khnum priests 
against the Jews. Any emphasis of a festival com-
memorating Egyptian defeat at the hands of the 
Jews’ ancestors was likely to antagonize, and the 
Khnum priests may have prevented the Jews from 
celebrating their festival until Hananiah received 
renewed royal permission.”20 

According to Ezra 3:4–6, the first festival cel-
ebrated by the Babylonian returnees to Jerusalem 
was Sukkot (Feast of Tabernacles/Booths). The 
Jews celebrated this festival soon after reerecting 
the altar, even though they were living in some 
fear of the local inhabitants. Afterward, they 
offered all the necessary offerings for the New 
Moons and appointed feasts, thus apparently rees-
tablishing the normal religious calendar (see Ezra 

When the Jews returned to Jerusalem, Ezra directed the reconstruc-
tion of the temple. The Rebuilding of the Temple, by Gustave Doré.
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3:5). Similarly, after rebuilding and dedicating 
the temple, the Jews celebrated Pesach (Passover), 
with the report particularly noting that this was 
possible because the priests and the Levites had 
purified themselves and were ritually clean (see 
Ezra 6:20).21 Nehemiah 13 relates the story of that 
prophet’s indignation at the lack of Sabbath obser-
vance among his people. He scolded them not only 
for working on the Sabbath but also for engaging 
in business transactions with the men of Tyre (see 
Nehemiah 13:15–16). Nehemiah’s immediate solu-
tion was to castigate the people, but then in a more 
pragmatic vein he closed the city gates on the Sab-
bath and installed guards to ensure that no bur-
dens would be brought in on the Sabbath day (see 
Nehemiah 13:17–19). It took a few weeks and one 
more threat before the merchants got the message 
that they were no longer welcome on the Sabbath 
(see Nehemiah 13:20–21); the Levites then became 
the standing guards to ensure that everyone sanc-
tified the Sabbath day (see Nehemiah 13:22).

Texts
Texts usually play an important role in the 

formation of a community’s identity and the main-
tenance of its ideals. In the case of Elephantine, 
the lack of texts related to the Hebrew Bible raises 
questions about whether the Jews had not brought 
any “scriptural” texts with them or whether no texts 
related to the later canon have been discovered at 
the site because of circumstance, destruction, or 
decay. (The Words of Ahiqar, originally a non-Jewish 
piece of Wisdom literature later popular among 
Jews, is the main literary text that has been discov-
ered there.) Some texts deal with civil law and in 
these cases Elephantine usually differs from later 
Jewish practice, but the silence of the documents on 
religious law prevents any firm conclusions. 

The re-formation of Jerusalem, on the other 
hand, was strongly aided by texts that were appar-
ently a key tool in reform efforts. Evidently the 
rebuilt temple was not enough to “reestablish 
Yahweh to the central place in the life of the 

Jeremiah and the Fall of Jerusalem, by Eduard Bendemann. Foto Marburg/Art Resource, NY.
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people.”22 The exact chronology of the story of Ezra 
is debatable. Still, it seems that the promulgation of 
a law code and the establishment of judges based 
on the laws of the king as well as the laws of God 
lay at the heart of reform efforts (see Ezra 7:25–26). 
Nehemiah 8 describes a great public reading of the 
law with priests and Levites assisting the listeners to 
understand the text. Later, a rich rehearsal of God’s 
doings with his covenant people was recounted, 
culminating in a covenant renewal sealed by the 
priests, Levites, and leaders (see Ezra 9). All of this 
certainly forged a strong connection and identifica-
tion between these postexilic Jews and earlier Israel-
ites. The new community recognized the past errors 
of their people, and they were making appropriate 
amends.

Scriptural texts played a very important role 
among the early Nephites, beginning when Nephi 
and his brothers risked their lives to retrieve the 
brass plates from Laban (see 1 Nephi 3–4). As Lehi 
said, one of the major purposes of obtaining the 
plates, which were “desirable; yea, even of great 
worth,” was to “preserve the commandments of the 
Lord unto our children” (1 Nephi 5:21). Nephi took 
“the records which were engraven upon the plates 
of brass” when he and his followers separated from 
the Lamanites (2 Nephi 5:12). The words of Isaiah 
found on those brass plates were sources of signifi-
cant teaching material for Jacob and Nephi as they 
taught their new community. The brass plates also 
included sizable portions of earlier scriptures (see 
especially 2 Nephi 6–25). 

Scriptural texts provided the foundation for the early Nephite society. In this illustration, Lehi studies the brass plates. Illustration by Joseph 
Brickey.
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Besides the brass plates, Nephi also kept other 
records, which included a shorter, more spiritual 
record and a longer, more historical record:

And I, Nephi, had kept the records upon my 
plates, which I had made, of my people thus far. 
And it came to pass that the Lord God said unto 
me: Make other plates; and thou shalt engraven 
many things upon them which are good in my 
sight, for the profit of thy people. Wherefore, 
I, Nephi, to be obedient to the commandments 
of the Lord, went and made these plates upon 
which I have engraven these things. And I en-
graved that which is pleasing unto God. And 
if my people are pleased with the things of 
God they will be pleased with mine engravings 
which are upon these plates. And if my people 
desire to know the more particular part of the 
history of my people they must search mine 
other plates. (2 Nephi 5:29–33)

As part of Nephi’s closing words to his people 
and those who would read his record, he shared 
his testimony of the importance and truthfulness 
of both the scriptural texts he had helped preserve 
and those that would come forth in the future (see 
2 Nephi 33). Jacob continued the same pattern of 
following the command to write on the small plates 
“a few of the things which I considered to be most 
precious” touching only lightly “concerning the his-
tory of this people which are called the people of 
Nephi” (Jacob 1:2). The small plates were reserved 
for “preaching which was sacred, or revelation 
which was great, or prophesying” for the purpose 
of touching “upon them [these topics] as much as it 
were possible, for Christ’s sake, and for the sake of 
our people” (Jacob 1:4).23 

Thus, as in postexilic Jerusalem, the early Neph-
ites used scriptural texts to continue their link, or 
“continuation identity,” with the previous covenant 
followers, as well as to bring forth new scripture 
and create their own covenant community. Oddly, 
all these connections with earlier communities of 
believers in Jehovah through text, law, and written 
traditions are apparently missing in the Elephantine 
community. 

Priesthood 

Priesthood officials helped lead each of these 
communities. The exact hierarchy of priesthood 
is difficult to ascertain at Elephantine. Some of 

the letters are addressed to “Yedoniah and his col-
leagues the priests,” but they are not called the sons 
of Aaron. Yedoniah was probably the head priest 
and had some responsibility with the temple funds, 
and, as mentioned earlier, administrators must have 
overseen lists of offerings to the temple. In one of 
the few clues pointing to an Elephantine priesthood, 
the Elephantine texts contain the Aramaic term 
lhn, which refers to a common temple functionary. 
However, there is some debate as to the term’s exact 
meaning and function, especially since in its femi-
nine form it was also attached to women (see Brook-
lyn Papyri 12:2). Several scholars interpret this term 
as “singer,” others as “servant.”24 

In postexilic Jerusalem, priesthood officials took 
a significant role in rebuilding the religious com-
munity, both in terms of physical construction as 
well as spiritual leadership. The priestly families, 
Levites, singers, nethinim (temple officials), and oth-
ers were listed as part of the returnees.25 Apparently 
the priests and Levites helped rebuild the sanctuary 
(see Ezra 3:8–13) as well as the gates and walls of 
Jerusalem (see Nehemiah 3:1, 17, 22, 28). Eventu-
ally the priesthood functionaries were organized in 
their divisions and courses, and they were purified 
to serve in the rebuilt temple (see Ezra 6:18, 20). 
They were also assigned to manage the tithes (see 
Nehemiah 10:37–39) and to watch over and weigh 
all the silver, gold, and other items offered to sup-
port the temple (Ezra 8:24–34). When the city walls 
of Jerusalem were dedicated, the Levites and singers 
formed large choirs and played a major role in the 
celebration (see Nehemiah 12:27–28, 31, 38).26

Another noticeable difference between the 
Jerusalem and Elephantine priesthoods was the 

Horned Altar of Beersheba. Copyright D. Kelly Ogden.
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presence of prophets in the Jerusalem community 
(see Ezra 5:1–2). The Old Testament states specifi-
cally that the “elders of the Jews builded, and they 
prospered through the prophesying of Haggai the 
prophet and Zechariah” (Ezra 6:14). No prophets 
were found among the Elephantine community, but 
there were prophets among the Nephites, just as in 
Jerusalem.

In recounting their history shortly after break-
ing off from the Lamanites, some early Nephite 
writers mentioned the presence of prophets in their 
midst (see Enos 1:22). One of the prophets’ major 
tasks was calling people to repentance and warning 
them they would be destroyed if they did not keep 
the commandments (see Jarom 1:10). We are also 
told that besides prophets there were priests and 
teachers among the Nephites:

Wherefore, the prophets, and the priests, and 
the teachers, did labor diligently, exhorting with 
all long-suffering the people to diligence; teach-
ing the law of Moses, and the intent for which 
it was given; persuading them to look forward 
unto the Messiah, and believe in him to come as 
though he already was. And after this manner 
did they teach them. And it came to pass that by 
so doing they kept them from being destroyed 
upon the face of the land; for they did prick 
their hearts with the word, continually stirring 
them up unto repentance. (Jarom 1:11–12)

Jacob and Joseph, Nephi’s brothers, were specifically 
mentioned as being consecrated to these assign-
ments,27 and their primary function seems to have 
been teaching the people and bringing them to 
repentance (see 2 Nephi 6:2–3 and Jacob 1:7, 17–19; 
2:1–3). 

Thus, priesthood officials were important in 
all three communities, but the exact function and 
range of responsibility differed. Particularly among 
the Jerusalem and Nephite communities, the proph-
ets and priests encouraged and led the people to 
greater devotion to their covenants. 

Conclusion

This tale of three cities has examined five dif-
ferent aspects of religious community building for 
postexilic Jerusalem, Elephantine, and the early 
Nephites after the shattering loss of Jerusalem and 
its temple. We have looked specifically at the temple, 
social relations, festivals, texts, and priesthood. 
Each of these groups saw the temple and its accom-
panying sacrifices and offerings as absolutely vital to 
their communities. Another important aspect was 
observance of the festivals and the Sabbath. In these 
ways, even the Jews at Elephantine maintained their 
Jewish identity among gentile neighbors. 

The relationship between the Jews of Elephan-
tine and their neighbors was evidently one of 
accommodation, but both Jerusalem and the Neph-
ite colony adopted a policy of separation. Did the 

Elephantine community go too far? 
Perhaps too often we see the situation 
as either/or for Jews in the Diaspora: 
either turn inward and ignore the 
gentile world or completely assimilate 
to that world. Perhaps the Elephan-
tine community was like other later 
diasporic communities, choosing to 
adopt and adapt some aspects of the 
gentile world while still remaining 
true to their covenants. I agree with 
Michael Silverman that Elephantine’s 
“many foreign elements did not alter 
its fundamental character,”28 but 
Elephantine did seem to lose some of 
the covenant aspects retained in other 
Israelite communities. 

In the case of textual traditions, 
the Jerusalem community and the 
Nephites appear to go beyond the Jacob taught the people of Nephi in the temple. Illustration by Jerry Thompson. © IRI.
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Elephantine community in an effort to preserve 
the records of God’s covenant relationship with 
His people, as well as to record new scriptures for 
the future. In terms of an elaborate hierarchy of 
priests and temple functionaries, the Jerusalem 
community went far beyond the Elephantine com-
munity and seems to have gone even further than 
the Nephites, although for both Jerusalem and the 
Nephites, prophets and priests became important 
teachers to their respective communities. Perhaps 
these characteristics, minimal in the Elephantine 
setting, represent early efforts by the Nephite and 
Jerusalem communities to reconnect with the pre-
exilic traditions and practices as part of their “con-
tinuation identity.” This may have been an effort to 
maintain the covenant while also acknowledging 
and attempting to correct the sins and mistakes of 
their predecessor Jerusalem/Israelite community. 
Elephantine Jews, on the other hand, focused on 
ways to maintain their Jewish identity and worship 
in their new circumstance, but they did not seem 
to have the same focus on connecting their com-
munity with earlier covenant communities through 
a rich scriptural tradition or strong priesthood line. 
The nature of their community may go a long way 
to explaining this difference since it was primar-
ily made up of military personnel and merchants 

and their families. For practical reasons they built 
a temple to worship, but they probably did not have 
much opportunity, nor perhaps inclination, for 
theological instruction and development. For the 
early Nephites and Jews in postexilic Jerusalem, 
however, having been led or visited by prophets 
contributed to their spiritual focus and theological 
development.

We begin to see some origins of Jewish sectar-
ian development in Elephantine’s seeming adapta-
tion of gentile ideas, but there was still a subservi-
ence of one religious community, Elephantine, to 
the other, Jerusalem. The postexilic Jerusalem com-
munity began to create sectarianism by refusing the 
Samarians’ aid, thereby pushing the Samarians to 
establish their own cultic practices and temple. The 
Nephite leaders, while acknowledging Jerusalem’s 
importance and God’s efforts to redeem his people 
there, warned their people of Jerusalem’s wicked-
ness and of the necessity of leaving it and its ways 
behind.29 Thus, the Nephites struck out on their 
own and created their own religious community, 
separate and independent from Jerusalem, a phe-
nomenon that would occur only later among other 
Jewish groups in the Second Temple Jewish period, 
when we see stronger lines drawn and intentional 
separation from the main cult in Jerusalem.  !
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