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Foreword

Rainer Albertz

The present volume, which emerged from the ongoing discussion of the 
SBL Warfare in Ancient Israel Section, is a remarkable enterprise. It intends 
to examine the exile of ancient Israel and Judah in conjunction with the 
general phenomenon of exile in its various ancient and modern manifes-
tations. This enterprise, which tries to include a wide range of interdisci-
plinary and comparative explorations, promises to be fertile for produc-
ing both a better understanding of ancient Israel’s exilic experience and a 
higher sensitivity toward modern refugees and migrant peoples through 
the means of biblical texts.

The main problem for a proper understanding of the exile of ancient 
Israel and Judah is the paucity and fragmented character of our historical 
sources. Nearly nothing is known about the deportees from the north-
ern kingdom during the years 732-720 b.c.e. This is likewise true for the 
deportees from the southern kingdom of the year 701 b.c.e., who are men-
tioned in Sennacherib’s inscription and illustrated on his famous Lachish 
relief, but not mentioned in the Bible and therefore almost forgotten. A 
little bit more is known about the Judean deportees under Neo-Babylo-
nian rule (597, 587, and 582 b.c.e.), and our knowledge of their further 
destiny in Babylonia will perhaps increase once the cuneiform tablets 
from āl-Yahū̮du and Našar have been published. But since this so-called 
“Babylonian exile” constitutes a lacuna in the Bible’s historiographical 
texts, we know only some events of its beginning and its possible end, 
while the period in between is nearly unknown. Fortunately, archaeology 
can provide some estimations of how life went on in Judah during this 
period, although they are still disputed. Because of this historical uncer-
tainty, some recent scholars have regarded the Babylonian exile as a mere 
myth and downplayed its significance. Yet the fact that this event provoked 
a sudden increase of biblical literature in Babylonia and Judah that tried 
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2 INTERPRETING EXILE

to cope with the catastrophe and find an orientation for a new begin-
ning speaks against these recent assessments. The present volume, which 
includes results from sociological, anthropological, and psychological 
studies on the one hand and from cross-cultural migration, diaspora, and 
disaster studies on the other hand, may not only help to fill some of the 
gaps of our historical knowledge, but also provide us with the possibility 
of a more realistic estimation of the economic, social, psychological, and 
theological difficulties with which Judeans—both in exile and remaining 
in the land—probably had to cope.

A deepened understanding of biblical texts that emerged from the 
crisis of exile can also provide Jews and Christians with a higher degree 
of sensitivity for dealing with comparable catastrophes and migration or 
refugee problems in modern societies. Those who have learned to analyze 
the hardship of the Judean exiles may be better prepared to distance them-
selves from their native societies and to sympathize with foreign refugees 
or dislocated people. The present volume shows some impressive exam-
ples in this direction. When I wrote Israel in Exile, I did not consider that 
I am a refugee of World War II. I have no memory of my home in Upper 
Silesia, now Poland, from which my mother carried me westward when 
I was one and a half years old. Nonetheless, the sense of being a refugee 
that I felt throughout my life wherever I lived in Germany could have pro-
vided a little more sensitivity toward the severe psychological and religious 
problems that the Babylonian exiles must have experienced, although they 
seem to have been economically and legally integrated in a manner similar 
to what I experienced. I had never thought of this conjunction before, but 
the present volume revealed to me this possible hermeneutical predisposi-
tion.

A book that promotes such an interdisciplinary approach must cope 
with many methodological questions. Archaeology, historiography, soci-
ology, and psychology all have their own methods; their results have to be 
brought into contact very carefully. Cross-cultural comparisons between 
ancient and modern societies always need some critical reflection about 
whether phenomena are truly comparable or can only be compared on 
a rather abstract or metaphorical level, if at all. Daniel L. Smith-Christo-
pher’s contribution in this volume correctly states that “we all make social 
and psychological assumptions when we interpret historical texts.” An 
advantage of this book is that it endeavors to explicate and clarify these 
unconscious assumptions and reflect upon their appropriateness. I thank 
the editors, Brad E. Kelle, Frank Ritchel Ames, and Jacob L. Wright, for 



 ALBERTZ: FOREWORD 3

tackling this demanding project and hope that it will amplify our knowl-
edge on the phenomenon of exile in all of its dimensions and foster the 
methodological reflections of such an explicitly interdisciplinary approach.

Rainer Albertz
Münster, June 2011


