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Preface

The Companion to Judaism affords perspective on Judaism, its history, doctrines,
divisions, and contemporary condition. The work systematically organizes and
places into context the history of Judaism from ancient through modern times,
identifies and expounds some of Judaism’s principal doctrines, introduces the
more important forms of modern and contemporary Judaism, and takes up
topics of special interest in contemporary Judaic life. In this ways, it identifies the
focal points of an ancient and contemporary religion, defining a context in
which diverse texts and facts of Judaism fit and make sense. Readers thus gain
a view of the whole even as they encounter each of Judaism’s important parts.

The essays provide perspective on dates and facts, the details of a complex
religion. Readers thus will learn the facts of Judaism and its history even as they
place these facts in the larger setting of Judaic theology, religious practice, and
evolving social order. Not only so, but issues of acute contemporary concern —
involving constructive theology and ethics, politics, and feminism — are addressed.
Since Judaism is identified with a particular ethnic group (a “people”), chapters
take up secular forms of being Jewish (“Jewishness”) and Zionism alongside the
contemporary trend of the reversion of Jews to the practice of Judaism as a
religion. Through this wide range of significant topics, we guide those curious
about the past and present of a vital religious tradition, one that, over time,
has exercised influence far beyond its own rather modest community.

The essays in this Companion expound the topics, and the selections in the
associated Blackwell Reader in Judaism illustrate important points with primary
sources, complementing the exposition. In this way, we both talk about Judaism
and let Judaism speak for itself in its own mode of formulating and expressing
its convictions. Most important, in both the essays and the readings, all of the
authors, experts in their fields, address a broad audience, assuming an interest
in the subject but no prior knowledge. We present not academic essays for
specialists but introductions and expositions for any literate person interested in
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PREFACE xiii

our subject. Moreover, the authors do not take partisan or sectarian positions
upon Judaism or its history, theology, and social expressions. They only build
upon the consensus of contemporary learning.

The organization and selection of the topics deserves note. It goes without
saying that we are able to cover only the more important topics, doctrines, move-
ments, and problems. We should be the first to concede that other equally sig-
nificant subjects could find a place in these pages. But, while the four principal
parts of this book could have included other topics, we should affirm that those
to which we have assigned priority would belong in any account of Judaism.
These are the main topics that any portrayal of Judaism, its history, doctrines,
and movements, must include, ranging from an account of Judaism'’s authorita-
tive writings, to which all the faithful refer, to the main theological ideas and,
for the contemporary period, the most important movements.

The first three parts of the Companion describe Judaism from two angles, the
historical and the theological. These chapters deal with the definition of Judaism
— exactly what are we talking about when we speak of that religion? —
and its formative history, from Scripture up to and including modern times.
Part I narrates the history of Judaism from its formative age, in dialogue with
the Hebrew Scriptures, through the complex and diverse world of Second Temple
times, to the ultimate emergence of the Rabbinic Judaism of the Talmudic period
as the normative system. We deal with the history and literature of that Judaism
and then turn to the relationships of Judaism with Christianity in both religions’
formative age, and of Judaism with Christianity and Judaism with Islam in medi-
eval times. In that same historical unit, we examine the relationship between
Judaism and philosophy as conceived in the ancient world and depict Judaism'’s
approach to concrete religious life with God, as that life of piety was shaped
in the Talmudic period and has continued to be followed by the faithful to our
own day.

God, Torah, and Israel define the principal parts of Judaic theology in the
Rabbinic writings of classical and medieval times, and, in Part II, these topics
are set forth as they take shape in the principal documents of the ancient
rabbis: the Mishnah, Midrash, and Talmuds. Recognizing today’s broad interest
in the messiah-theme of Judaism, we include an exposition of that matter, and,
finally, we call attention to the way in which a religion makes its statement
through the media of culture, not only through theological categories. Hence,
how the Hebrew language embodies the theological doctrine of normative
Judaism, representing a set of religious choices of formidable cultural consequ-
ence, is spelled out.

Among many Judaic religious systems of modern and contemporary times,
three dominate and so form the foundation of Part III: Reform Judaism, the first
and most important Judaism of modernity, Orthodox Judaism in its western,
integrationist mode, and Conservative Judaism. Modernity presented a new set
of political and cultural questions to which these Judaisms responded, each in
its own coherent and systematic manner. These are to be compared both to
one another and to the classical Rabbinic Judaism to which all make constant
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xiv PREFACE

reference. At the same time, while, like God, Torah, and Israel, these Judaisms
are principal, they do not encompass all of the interesting constructions that
have responded to issues of the social order of the nineteenth and twentieth
century. Among other twentieth-century Judaisms, we chose the most acutely
contemporary of them all, generally called “New Age Judaism,” different in its
media of expression from Orthodox, Reform, and Conservative Judaism, quite
separate from the Rabbinic tradition that sustains the Judaic systems of mod-
ernity, and intensely interesting in its own right.

For our survey of contemporary issues of Judaism, Part IV, we chose the four
issues we deem of most acute relevance to religious life today: ethics, feminism,
politics, and constructive theology. In Judaism, these are the topics on which
systematic thought, mediating between the received tradition and contempor-
ary sensibility, distinguishes itself. So far as religious thinking does not merely
recapitulate the received tradition but proposes to contribute to it, it is in these
four areas that, as the twenty-first century commences, the world of living
Judaism focuses its attention.

Three other special topics find their place, not only because of their import-
ance to the Jews as a group but also by reason of their pertinence to the religion,
Judaism. The first is secular Jewishness, the definition of ways of “being Jewish”
or of identifying as a Jew on other than religious foundations. In some ways,
secular Jewishness takes over the theological heritage of Judaism and translates
it into the building blocks of culture. In other ways, secular Jewishness proposes
to form a social culture out of the traits of Jews as an ethnic community. The
importance of secular Jewishness for the study of Judaism lies in the influence
that the secular reading of the religious tradition exercises within the frame-
work of the faith, especially in Reform, Conservative, and New Age Judaisms.
The second of the special topics is Zionism, which is the movement of national
liberation of the Jewish people, regarded as “a people, one people,” which brought
about the creation of the State of Israel. Zionism both draws heavily upon the
Judaic religious tradition and profoundly influences the life of the faith as it is
practiced both in the State of Israel and in the diaspora. Hence it demands an
important position in any account of Judaism today.

We conclude with the one chapter that combines an interest in religion and
theology with a concern for the social group, “the Jews.” In the recent past
throughout the world of Jewry, a “return” to Judaism has marked a renewal of
the faith for Jews formerly divorced therefrom. The interplay of the ethnic group
and the religious tradition is worked out in the phenomenon of reversion.
A religion that, at the advent of modern times, seemed to face a gloomy future
turns out to exercise remarkable power, through the medium of the Torah, to
lead to God people who presented unlikely candidates for religious practice or
belief. The return of Jews to Judaism marks the conclusion of modernity. But
what now is going to happen, we do not pretend to know.

Here, then, is our approach to making sense of the diverse and exotic data of
an ancient and enduring faith. While, in these essays, readers will find guidance
to pursue further a variety of critical issues, we are the first to point to areas
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PREFACE xv

treated only tangentially if at all. For the history of Judaism, we should like to
have said a great deal more about the theology of Rabbinic Judaism as well as
its liturgical and mystical life. Among the principal doctrines of Judaism we
should have gladly accommodated besides God, Torah, Israel, and messiah, the
matters of theological anthropology and theodicy, sin and atonement, and above
all, the theology of history that for holy Israel made sense of all that happened.
And we should have been glad to include a chapter on the mystical doctrines of
the Kabbalah as well as on the social movements produced thereby. We should
have been pleased to describe the actual practice of Judaism in the various
countries in which the religion flourishes, first of all, in the State of Israel, the
USA and Canada, and western Europe. In this way the theory of systematic
thought would have taken on practicality in the realization of that theory by
the various national communities of Jews, whether in France or in South Africa
or in Russia. And it goes without saying that the special topics, taken up in
constructive essays, could have multiplied many times over.

Happily, these and numerous other topics that we could not treat here are set
forth in large, systematic essays, comparable to those in the present Companion,
in the three volumes and 1,800 pages of the Encyclopaedia of Judaism (Leiden:
E.J. Brill, 1999) edited by the editors of these books together with William Scott
Green. The twenty-seven topics treated here are augmented by more than a
hundred others. So we have done our best to present Judaism in a comprehensive
and responsible manner.

The editors express their gratification at working with the fine staff of Blackwell
Publishers, which proposed the project and cooperated at every stage in the work
of organizing, editing, and bringing to realization this rather complex project.
The editors and production managers of the firm reached a high standard of
professionalism and made the work a real pleasure.

Professor Avery-Peck expresses his thanks to the College of the Holy Cross,
and Professor Neusner his to Bard College, for sustaining their academic careers
and making possible all that they do.

The two editors also point with thanks and pride to the contributors of the
essays in the Companion. They gave us their best work. They accepted our
requests for revision (often: concision!) and reorganization. They met deadlines
responsibly. And they are the ones who in the end realized the project; we could
not have done it without each of them. They never disappointed us, and they
always kept their promises. Anyone who has ever contemplated undertaking a
project comparable to this one will appreciate the weight of those well-earned
compliments.

Jacob Neusner
Bard College

Alan J. Avery-Peck
College of the Holy Cross
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CHAPTER 1
Defining Judaism

Jacob Neusner

Religion as an Account of the Social Order

Judaism is a religion, so we begin by asking what we mean when we define
religion in general and one religion in particular. In general, people treat religion
as a set of beliefs about God, and such a philosophical definition sets forth what
a religion believes. A definition of Judaism, therefore, would begin with the
statement that Judaism believes God is one, unique, and concerned for us and
our actions, thus, “ethical monotheism.” But the philosophical definition leaves
out much that religion accomplishes within the social order. Religion transcends
matters of belief, because it shapes behavior. Religion accounts for the life of
the social group that professes that religion. So a definition of propositions and
practices without close attention to their social context in the everyday world
proves necessary but insufficient. Religion matters for several reasons. First,
religion is public, it is social, something people do together, but what people
believe tells us only about what individuals think or are supposed to think.
Second, religion governs what we do, telling us who we are and how we should
live, while what people believe tells us only about attitudes. Religion therefore
encompasses not only beliefs or attitudes — matters of mind and intellect — but
also actions and conduct. Above all, religion is something that a well-defined
group of people does together.

Religion combines belief or attitude, world-view, which we may call “ethos,”
and also behavior or way of life or right action, which we may call in a broad
and loose sense, “ethics.” But because religion forms the basis of life of people
otherwise unrelated to one another and not only or mainly families, it must be
seen as an account of a social entity or a social group, for instance, a church or
a holy people or a nation. In that sense, religion explains the social world made
up by people who believe certain things in common and act in certain aspects of
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4 JACOB NEUSNER

their lives in common, and so religion accounts for the social entity, which we
may call, for the sake of symmetry, ethnos. These three things together — ethos,
ethics, and ethnos — define religion, which forms the foundation of the life of
many social entities in humanity. Indeed, only when we understand that religion
does its work in the social world, then we can begin to grasp why religion is the
single most powerful social force in the life and politics of the world today, as in
nearly the whole of recorded history. That definition of religion as public and
communal serves especially well when we come to Judaism, which, as we shall
see, frames its entire message in the setting of the life of a group that calls itself
“Israel,” meaning, as we shall see, the heirs of the holy people of whom the
Hebrew Scriptures or “Old Testament” speak.

A religious system — way of life, world-view, theory of the social entity that
lives by the one and believes in the other — identifies an urgent and ongoing
question facing a given social group and provides an answer that for the faithful
is self-evidently valid. That is why to study any vital religion is to address a
striking example of how people explain to themselves, by appeal to God’s will or
word or works, who they are as a social entity. Religion as a powerful force in
human society and culture is realized in society, not only or mainly in theology;
religion works through the social entity that embodies that religion. Religions
form social entities — “churches” or “peoples” or “holy nations” or monasteries
or communities — that, in the concrete, constitute the “us,” as against “the
nations” or merely “them.” And religions carefully explain, in deeds and in
words, who that “us” is — and they do it every day. To see religion in this way
is to take religion seriously as a way of realizing, in classic documents, a large
conception of the social order.

Ethnic and Religious, Jewish and Judaic

Judaism is identified as the religion of the Jews, that is, a religion of an ethnic
group. But that identification brings confusion, for not all Jews practice Judaism
or any other religion. Hence the beliefs and practices, if any, of Jews do not
by themselves form data for the description of Judaism. Not only so, but while
Judaism is practiced in communities, called synagogues or congregations, Jewish
ethnic identification is formulated by individuals, large numbers of whom by
reason of intermarriage may accept multiple components to their ethnic identity.
Hence public consensus of congregations of Jews who practice Judaism defines
the faith, but private opinion of isolated individuals, part of no community of
Judaism, does not. For we cannot describe the religion, Judaism, if we are
constantly confronted with the confusion created by the routine claim, “But
I'm Jewish and I don’t believe that” — or “I'm Jewish and I'm not religious at
all.” Now the importance of recognizing the social character of a religion, its
power to explain a particular group’s life, comes to the fore: when it comes to
describing a religion in its own integrity, there is no “I” but only a “we.”
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DEFINING JUDAISM 5

We therefore distinguish Jews' opinions as individuals from the system of
Judaism as a coherent statement — way of life, world-view, theory of the social
entity, “Israel.” The ethnic group does not define the religious system. We
cannot study Judaism if we identify the history of the Jews with the history of
Judaism, just as we cannot study Judaism if we regard the faith as a set of ideas
quite divorced from the life of the people who hold those ideas. All Judaists —
those who practice the religion, Judaism — are Jews, but not all Jews are Judaists.
That is to say, all those who practice the religion, Judaism, by definition fall into
the ethnic group, the Jews, but not all members of the ethnic group practice
Judaism.

Public Religion versus Personal Religiosity: What is at stake
in distinguishing Judaic religion from Jewish ethnicity?

When ethnic attitudes are confused with religious doctrines, the opinion of a
given Jew, based on secular opinion or merely personal considerations and not
in dialogue with the holy books of Judaism, is taken to speak for the religion,
Judaism. But, in fact, the holy books of Judaism and the great body of believers
may not hold such a view at all. Some simple examples make the point. Some
Jews may declare themselves atheists. But Judaism teaches that one, unique
God created the world and gave the Torah. Other Jews may not believe in the
resurrection of the dead. But Judaic worship, whether Orthodox or Reform
(matters we shall consider much later), affirms that God raises the dead and
“keeps faith with those that sleep in the dust.”

A public opinion poll might produce broad Jewish consensus in favor of
abortion. Judaism, the religion, in its classical formulation condemns abortion
from the fortieth day after conception. So many Jews regard “Judaism” as the
foundation for liberal opinion, even quoting verses of Scripture to prove their
point. But among the faithful considerable debate takes place on whether Judaism
is conservative or liberal, or even whether these contemporary political categories
apply at all. Because of these simple facts, the confusion of the ethnic and the
religious must be addressed head on. Otherwise, a representation of Judaism
based on its classical sources and on the contemporary practice of Judaism in
synagogues by the faithful will conflict with the impressions we gain from
everyday life.

Judaism, the religion, in North America, Europe, Latin America, the South
Pacific and South Africa, finds itself wrapped around by Jewishness, the ethnic
identity of persons who derive from Jewish parents and deem “being Jewish” to
bear meaning in their familial and social life and cultural world. In considering
the facts of Judaism that the world about us presents, therefore, we have always
to remember that the Jews form a community, only part of which practices Judaism.
Some may even join synagogues and attend public worship mainly to be with
other Jews, not to engage in public worship. They may wish to utilize the
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6 JACOB NEUSNER

synagogue to raise their children “as Jews,” while in their homes they practice
no form of Judaism. A key institution of Judaism, the Sabbath, is praised by a
secular thinker in these words: “More than Israel has kept the Sabbath, the
Sabbath has kept Israel.” That is, the Sabbath is treated as instrumental,
Israel the secular group as principal. But in Judaism, the Sabbath is a holy day,
sanctified by Israel, the holy people, and not a means for some ethnic goal of
self-preservation.

To explain the mixture of ethnic and religious, a simple case serves for illus-
tration. The word “Israel” today generally refers to the overseas political nation,
the State of Israel. When people say, “I am going to Israel,” they mean a trip to
Tel Aviv or Jerusalem, and when they speak of Israeli policy or issues, they
assume they refer to a nation-state. But the word “Israel” in Scripture and in
the canonical writings of the religion, Judaism, speaks of the holy community
that God has called forth through Abraham and Sarah, to which God has given
the Torah (“teaching”) at Mount Sinai, of which the Psalmist speaks when he
says, “The One who keeps Israel does not slumber or sleep.” The Psalmists and
the Prophets, the sages of Judaism in all ages, the prayers that Judaism teaches,
all use the word “Israel” to mean “the holy community.” “Israel” in Judaism
forms the counterpart to “the Church, the mystical body of Christ” in Christian-
ity. Today “Israel” in synagogue worship speaks of that holy community, but
“Israel” in Jewish community affairs means “the State of Israel.”

That example of the confusion of this-worldly nation with holy community
by no means ends matters. In the Jewish world outside of the State of Israel,
Jews form a community, and some Jews (also) practice Judaism. To enter the
Jewish community, which is secular and ethnic, a gentile adopts the religion,
Judaism; his or her children are then accepted as native-born Jews, without
distinction, and are able to marry other Jews without conversion. So the ethnic
community opens its doors not by reason of outsiders’ adopting the markers
of ethnicity, the food or the association or the music, but by reason of adopting
what is not ethnic but religious. And to leave the Jewish community, which is
ethnic, one takes the door of faith. Here comes a further, but not unimportant,
complication. While not all Jews practice Judaism, in the iron-consensus among
contemporary Jews, Jews who practice Christianity cease to be part of the
ethnic Jewish community, while those who practice Buddhism remain within.
The upshot is that the ethnic and the religious in the world of the Jews present
confusion.

Judaisms and Judaism

When we deal with Judaism, we pay close attention to the various groups of
Jews who do practice the religion they call Judaism — while respecting the differ-
ences that separate these groups from one another. This requires that we learn
how to respect the plurality of Judaic religious systems and speak of Judaisms,
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DEFINING JUDAISM 7

not Judaism, or “a Judaism” when we mean a specific Judaic religious system.
But it also necessitates a clear statement of what holds all Judaisms together as
Judaism and also differentiates all Judaisms from any and all other religions.

The change in our normal way of speaking — Judaism to Judaisms — will
prove less jarring when we remember that, while we speak of Christianity, we
ordinarily mean, a particular Christian religious system. Christianity encom-
passes a remarkably diverse set of religious systems, which share some qualities
in common — belief in Jesus Christ — but which differ deeply especially about
matters on which they at first glance concur: who, exactly, was, and is, Jesus
Christ? No one imagines that by describing a single common denominator
we define one unitary religion; Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox, Methodist,
Mormon, and Lutheran — each is comprised by clearly-delineated groups of
Christians, all of them with their respective systems of belief and behavior. Just
as from the very beginning, when Peter and Paul contended about absolutely
fundamental issues of faith, the world has known Christianities, but no single
Christianity, so the world has known, and today recognizes, diverse Judaisms,
but no single Judaism.

If we were studying Christianity, we would differentiate Catholic from Prot-
estant, noting that Italian, Hispanic, German, and Irish Catholics practice a
common religion but differ on ethnic grounds; so when studying Judaism we
differentiate one Judaism from another, noting that the ethnic group, the Jews,
also thrives partly concentric with, but partly beyond, the circles of the faithful.
But now we have to ask, what holds all Judaisms together and permits us to
speak of not only Judaisms but Judaism? To answer that question, we have to
consider another way of viewing religion, and that is, as a set of responses
to a single ecological circumstance. Here is where the ethnic and the religious,
the Jewish and the Judaic, come together, and it also is where Judaisms meet
and become Judaism.

The Ecology of Religion

Ecology is concerned with the interrelationships of organisms and their envir-
onments. By “ecology of . . .” I mean the study of the interrelationship between
the religious world a group constructs for itself and the social and political
world in which that same group lives. I refer to the interplay between a particu-
lar religious system’s way of viewing the world and living life, and the histor-
ical, social, and especially political situation of the people who view the world
and live life in accord with the teachings of their religion. The Jewish people
form a very small group, spread over many countries. One fact of Jews’ natural
environment is that they form a distinct group in diverse societies. A second is
that they constitute solely a community of fate and, for many, of faith, but that
alone, in that they have few shared social or cultural traits. A third is that they
do not form a single political entity. A fourth is that they look back upon a very
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8 JACOB NEUSNER

long and in some ways exceptionally painful history. The Holocaust — the
murder of millions of Jews in Europe in German death-factories — has intensified
Jews’ sense of themselves as a persecuted group and obscured the long history
of stable and secure life that they have enjoyed in various times and places,
a thousand years in Poland, for example, and long centuries in much of the
Muslim world. But Scripture itself presents its account of the people of Israel as
the story of disaster and destruction.

A world-view suited to the Jews’ social ecology must make sense of all of
these facts, taking account of their unimportance and explaining their import-
ance. It must explain the continuing life of the group, which in significant
ways marks the group as different from others and persuades people that their
forming a distinct and distinctive community is valuable and worth carrying
on. The interplay between the political, social, and historical life of the Jews and
their conceptions of themselves in this world and the next — that is, their world-
view, contained in their canon, their way of life, explained by the teleology of
the system, and the symbolic structure that encompasses the two and stands
for the whole all at once and all together — these define the focus for an inquiry
into the ecology of the religion at hand, that is, the ecology of a Judaism.

Indeed, what holds all Judaic religious systems together can be identified.
It is a single ecology, made up of two components: first, the permanent and
ubiquitous appeal to the Torah, that is, the Five Books of Moses (Genesis, Exodus,
Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy), and, second, the inquiry into the Torah
to make sense of the diverse circumstances of various groups, all of them
identifying with the “Israel” of whom the Torah speaks — and all of them small,
weak, scattered, and concerned with their status as a small minority, wherever
they are (including, in our own time, the Jewish state — The State of Israel in
the Land of Israel — which in its time and place is small, weak, and uncertain).
These two then — an ongoing reference to a single holy writing, and a per-
manent social situation — define the eco-system in which any Judaism must
take shape.

The Ecology of Judaism: What holds the whole together

We cannot reduce all Judaisms to a single common denominator. But we can
point to traits that will characterize a Judaism and no other religious system.
These are more than a few. One idea predominates in nearly all Judaic religious
systems, the conception that the Jews are in exile but have the hope of coming
home to their own land, which is the Land of Israel (a.k.a. Palestine). The
original reading of the Jews’' existence as exile and return derives from the
Pentateuch, the Five Books of Moses, which were composed as we now have
them (out of earlier materials, to be sure) in the aftermath of the destruction of
the Temple in 586 BCE. In response to the exile to Babylonia, the experience
selected and addressed by the authorship of the document is that of exile and
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DEFINING JUDAISM 9

restoration. But that framing of events into the pattern at hand represents an
act of powerful imagination and interpretation. That experience taught lessons
people claimed to learn out of the events they had chosen and, in the Pentateuch,
which took shape in 450 BceE when some Jews returned from Babylonia to
Jerusalem, for their history: the life of the group is uncertain, subject to conditions
and stipulations. Nothing is set and given, all things a gift: land and life itself. But
what actually did happen in that uncertain world — exile but then restoration — marked
the group as special, different, select.

There were other ways of seeing things, and the Pentateuchal picture was
no more compelling than any other. Those Jews who did not go into exile and
those who did not “come home” had no reason to take the view of matters that
characterized the authorship of Scripture. The life of the group need not have
appeared more uncertain, more subject to contingency and stipulation, than
the life of any other group. The land did not require the vision that imparted to
it the enchantment, the personality, that, in Scripture, it received: “The land
will vomit you out as it did those who were here before you.” And the adventi-
tious circumstance of Iranian imperial policy — a political happenstance — did
not have to be recast into return. So nothing in the system of Scripture — exile
for a reason, return as redemption — followed necessarily and logically. Every-
thing was invented: interpreted.

That experience of the uncertainty of the life of the group in the century or
so from the destruction of the First Temple of Jerusalem by the Babylonians
in 586 to the building of the Second Temple of Jerusalem by the Jews who,
with Persian permission and sponsorship, returned from exile, formed the
paradigm. With the promulgation of the “Torah of Moses” under the sponsor-
ship of Ezra, the Persians’ viceroy, at ca. 450 Bck, all future Israels would then
refer to that formative experience as it had been set down and preserved as
the norm for Israel in the mythic terms of that “original” Israel, the Israel not
of Genesis and Sinai and ending at the moment of entry into the promised
land, but the “Israel” of the families that recorded as the rule and the norm the
story of both the exile and the return. In that minority genealogy, that story of
exile and return, alienation and remission, imposed on the received stories of
pre-exilic Israel and adumbrated time and again in the Five Books of Moses and
addressed by the framers of that document in their work overall, we find that
paradigmatic statement in which every Judaism, from then to now, found its
structure and deep syntax of social existence, the grammar of its intelligible
message.

No Judaism recapitulates any other, and none stands in a linear and incre-
mental relationship with any prior one. But all Judaisms recapitulate that
single paradigmatic experience of the Torah of “Moses,” the authorship that
reflected on the meaning of the events of 586—-450 selected for the composition
of history and therefore interpretation. That experience (in theological terms)
rehearsed the conditional moral existence of sin and punishment, suffering and
atonement and reconciliation, and (in social terms) the uncertain and always
conditional national destiny of disintegration and renewal of the group. That
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10 JACOB NEUSNER

moment captured within the Five Books of Moses, that is to say, the judgment
of the generation of the return to Zion, led by Ezra, about its extraordinary
experience of exile and return, would inform the attitude and viewpoint of all
the Israels beyond.

Let me now spell out this theory accounting for the character and definition
of all of the diverse Judaisms that have taken shape since the destruction of the
First Temple of Jerusalem in 586 and the return to Zion, the building of the
Second Temple of Jerusalem, and writing down of the Torah, a process complete
in 450 BcE. Since the formative pattern imposed that perpetual, self-conscious
uncertainty, treating the life of the group as conditional and discontinuous,
Jews have asked themselves who they are and invented Judaisms to answer
that question.

Accordingly, on account of the definitive paradigm affecting their group-life
in various contexts, no circumstances have permitted Jews to take for granted
their existence as a group. Looking back on Scripture and its message, Jews
have ordinarily treated as special, subject to conditions and therefore uncertain,
what (in their view) other groups enjoyed as unconditional and simply given.
Why the paradigm renewed itself is clear: this particular view of matters gener-
ated expectations that could not be met, hence created resentment — and then
provided comfort and hope that made possible coping with that resentment. To
state my thesis with appropriate emphasis: Promising what could not be delivered,
then providing solace for the consequent disappointment, the system at hand pre-
cipitated in age succeeding age the very conditions necessary for its own replication.

There have been many Judaisms, each with its indicative symbol and generat-
ive paradigm, each pronouncing its world-view and prescribing its way of life
and identifying the particular Israel that, in its view, is Israel, bearer of the
original promise of God. But each Judaism retells in its own way and with its
distinctive emphases the tale of the Five Books of Moses, the story of a no-people
that becomes a people, that has what it gets only on condition, and that can
lose it all by virtue of its own sin. That is an unsettling story for a social group to
tell of itself, because it imposes acute self-consciousness, chronic insecurity, upon
what should be the level plane and firm foundation of society. That is to say,
the collection of diverse materials joined into a single tale on the occasion of
the original exile and restoration because of the repetition in age succeeding
age, also precipitates the recapitulation of the interior experience of exile and
restoration — always because of sin and atonement.

So it is the Pentateuch that shaped the imagination of Jews wherever they
lived, and it is their social condition as a small and scattered group that made
the question raised by the Pentateuchal narrative urgent, and it is the power of
the Pentateuch both to ask but also to answer the question, that made the
answer compelling whenever and wherever Jews (that is to say, “Israel”) lived.
Now that we have formulated a theory of the history of Judaism, from the
beginning to the present day, let us turn from the historical and contemporary
context of the Judaic religious system to its contents. Judaism sets forth the way
of Torah — God’s teaching.
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DEFINING JUDAISM 11

The History of Judaism: Brief definitions

The approach we work out here requires us to describe not Judaism as a whole
— all the Judaisms of all times and all places set forth through the common
denominator that holds them together — but a Judaism, that is to say, a single
religious system. Such a system will be composed of three elements: a world-
view, a way of life, and a social group that, in the here and now, embodies the
whole. The world-view explains the life of the group, ordinarily referring to
God’s creation, the revelation of the Torah, the goal and end of the group’s life
in the end of time. The way of life defines what is special about the life of the
group. The social group, in a single place and time, then forms the living witness
and testimony to the system as a whole and finds in the system ample explana-
tion for its very being. That is a Judaism.

Social Entity, Way of Life, World-view: Ethnos, ethics, ethos

How shall we know when we have a Judaism? The answer to that question
draws us to the data — the facts — we must locate and describe, analyze, and
interpret. The first requirement is to find a group of Jews who see themselves as
“Israel,” that is, the Jewish People who form the family and children of Abraham,
Isaac, Jacob, Sarah, Rebecca, Leah, and Rachel, the founding fathers and
mothers. That same group must tell us that it uniquely constitutes “Israel,” not
an Israel, the descriptive term we use.

The second requirement is to identify the forms through which that distinct
group expresses its world-view. Ordinarily, we find that expression in writing,
so we turn to the authoritative holy books that the group studies and deems
God-given, that is, the group’s Torah or statement of God’s revelation to Israel.
Since we use the word Torah to mean biblical books, starting with the Five
Books of Moses, we must remind ourselves that the contents of the Torah have
varied from one Judaism to the next. Some groups regard as holy what other
groups reject or ignore. A more suitable word than Torah, therefore, is canon,
meaning the collection of authoritative writings. The canon contains much of
the group’s world-view and describes its way of life. We of course err if we treat
as our sole source of facts only what is in writing.

A group expresses its world-view in many ways, through dance, drama, rite
and ritual; through art and symbol; through politics and ongoing institutions of
society; through where it lives, what it eats, what it wears, what language it
speaks, and the opposites of all these: what it will not eat, where it will not live.
Synagogue architecture and art bear profound messages, powerful visible
messages. The life-cycle, from birth through death, the definition of time and
the rhythm of the day, the week, the month and the year — all of these testify to
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12 JACOB NEUSNER

the world-view and the way of life of the social group that, all together, all at
once, constitutes a Judaism.

In the long history of the Jews, groups of people who regarded themselves as
“Israel,” that is, groups of Jews, have framed many Judaisms. What permits us
to make sense of the history of these Judaisms is the fact that, over time, we are
able to identify periods in which a number of Judaisms competed, and other
times in which a single Judaism predominated. The historical perspective
therefore permits us to sort out the Judaisms that have flourished, keeping each
by itself for the purpose of description, analysis, and interpretation, and also to
hold the Judaisms together in a single continuum, over time and space, of the
whole of which, all together and all at once, we can make sense. By recognizing
that a given Judaism came into existence at a time in which Judaisms com-
peted, and by understanding that, at another point, a single Judaism defined
the Jews’ way of life, world-view, and social existence as a distinct entity, we
may understand how the diverse facts — writings, theologies, definitions of what
matters in the everyday life, doctrines of the end of time and the purpose of life
— fit together, when they cohere, or do not fit together, when, in fact, they prove
discrete.

Diverse Histories of Jews — the history of Judaism

In studying about the history of Judaism, we concentrate not on the Jews as an
ethnic group, but on the Judaic religious systems that various groups in diverse
times and places have set forth as an account of the social world that diverse
ethnic groups, all of them regarding themselves as “Jewish,” or as “Israel,”
have adopted. The Jews as a people have not had a single, unitary, and continu-
ous history. They have lived in many places, centuries here, centuries there,
and what happened in one place rarely coincided with what happened in some
other place. When Jews in the Iberian peninsula flourished, those in other parts
of western Europe, for example, England, France, and Germany, perished; when,
in 1492, the Spanish and Portuguese governments expelled Muslims and
Jews, Jews in Poland and in the Turkish empire flourished. Only rarely did the
histories of many distinct and different communities of Jews coincide, for
example, in the horror of the mass extermination of European Jews between
1933 and 1945 in Germany and German-occupied Europe.

But if the ethnic group proves too diverse and distinct to treat as whole
and harmonious (except as a matter of theology in the conception of Israel,
God’s first love, or as a matter of ideology in the conception that the Jews
form a people, one people), we can treat as a coherent whole, harmonious and
unitary, the history of the Judaic religious system, or Judaism. Let me specify
the periods of the history of Judaism. I see four: first, an age of diversity, then
an era of definition, third, a time of essential cogency, and, finally, a new age
of diversity.
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DEFINING JUDAISM 13

The Five Facts that Define the History of Judaism

Since the definition rests on historical facts of the life of Israel, the Jewish people,
I have to list the facts of political history that mark off everything else. Here are
those facts out of the histories of various groups of Jews, in diverse times and
places, that govern the history of the Jews and also of Judaism from the beginning
to the present.

586 Bck: The destruction of the First Temple in Jerusalem by the Babylonians

The ancient Israelites, living in what they called the Land of Israel, produced
Scriptures that reached their present form in the aftermath of the destruction
of their capital city and Temple. Whatever happened before that time was
reworked in the light of that event and the meaning imputed to it by authors
who lived afterward. All Judaisms, from 586 forward, appeal to the writings
produced in the aftermath of the destruction of the First Temple. Therefore we
must regard the destruction of that Temple as the date that marks the begin-
ning of the formation of Judaism(s).

70 ce: The destruction of the Second Temple in Jerusalem by the Romans

The Jews' leaders — the political classes and priesthood — after 586 were taken
to Babylonia, the homeland of their conquerors, where they settled down. A
generation later, Babylonia fell under the rule of the Persians, who permitted
Jews to return to their ancient homeland. A small number did so, where they
rebuilt the Temple and produced the Hebrew Scriptures. The Second Temple of
Jerusalem lasted from about 500 Bck to 70 ck, when the Romans — by that time
ruling the entire Middle East, including the Land of Israel, mainly through their
own friends and allies, put down a Jewish rebellion and, in the war, destroyed
Jerusalem again. The second destruction proved final and marked the beginning
of the Jews’ history as a political entity defined in social and religious terms, but
not in territorial ones. That is, the Jews formed a distinct religious—social group,
but all of them did not live in any one place, and there were some of them living
nearly everywhere in the West, within the lands of Christendom and Islam alike.

640 ci: The conquest of the Near and Middle East and North Africa
by the Muslims

The definition of the world in which the Jews would live was completed when
the main outlines of western civilization had been worked out. These encom-
passed Christendom, in western Europe and in eastern Europe, inclusive of the
world west of the Urals in Russia, and Islam, in command of North Africa and
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14 JACOB NEUSNER

the Near and Middle East, and, in later times, destined to conquer India and
much of the Far East, Malaysia, and Indonesia in particular, as well as sub-
Saharan Africa. During this long period of time, the Jews in Christendom and
Islam alike ordinarily enjoyed the status of a tolerated but subordinated minority
and were free to practice their religion and sustain their separate group existence.
Of still greater importance, both Christianity and Islam affirmed the divine origin
of the Jews’ holy book, the Torah, and acknowledged the special status, among
the nations, of Israel, the Jewish people.

1787 or 1789: The American Constitution or the French Revolution

The American Constitution in the USA and the French Revolution in western
Europe marked the beginning of an age in which political change reshaped the
world in which the West, including Western Jewries, lived. Politics became
essentially secular, and political institutions no longer acknowledged supernatural
claims of special status accorded either to a church or to a religious community.
The individual person, rather than the social group, formed the focus of politics.
In the case of the Jews, the turning meant that the Jews would be received as
individuals and given rights equal to those of all others, at the same time that
“Israel” as a holy people and community no longer would enjoy special status
and recognition.

1933-1948: The destruction of the Jews in Europe (“the Holocaust”)
and the creation of the State of Israel

In 1933 Germany chose the National Socialist Party to govern. A principal
doctrine of that party was that various groups among humanity, called races,
possess traits that are inherent in the genes and that are passed on through
time: racial characteristics. Some races have good traits, others, bad, and the
worst of all of these “races” are the Jews. To save humanity from this dreadful
“curse,” all of the Jews of the world have to be murdered (“exterminated”) and
this will constitute “the final solution of the Jewish problem.” This racist
doctrine, broadly held in Europe and elsewhere, during World War II, from
1939 to 1945, led to the murder of nearly six million European Jews. In the
aftermath of World War II, seeking a home for the remnants who had survived,
the United Nations voted, in 1947, to create a Jewish and an Arab state in what
was then Palestine. The Jewish state came into being on May 15, 1948, as the
State of Israel. These events defined an entirely new ecology for Judaism. On
the one side, the problem of evil was restated with great intensity. On the other,
the social and political life of the Jews was entirely redefined. The issue of “exile
and return,” paramount at the outset, was framed with fresh urgency, but with
a new resolution. The formation of the State of Israel in the aftermath of the
Holocaust opened a new chapter in the history of Judaism, but the story that
that chapter will tell is not yet clear to any observer.
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The Four Principal Periods in the History of Judaism

The history of Judaism is the story of how diverse Judaisms gave way to a single
Judaism, which predominated for a long time but, in the modern age, both
broke up into derivative Judaisms and also lost its commanding position as the
single, defining force in the life of the Jews as a social group. Here we con-
sider the history of Judaism as a whole. In later units we return to important
chapters in that history, examined in detail, though our emphasis is on modern
times. Seen whole, the history of Judaism the religion divides into four principal
periods, as follows:

The first age of diversity ca. 500 BCE to 70 CE
The age of definition ca. 70 ck to 640 cE
The age of cogency ca. 640 ck to ca. 1800

The second age of diversity ca. 1800 to the present

The first age of diversity begins with the writing down, in more or less their
present form, of the Scriptures of ancient Israel, beginning with the Five Books
of Moses. Drawing upon writings and oral traditions of the period before the
destruction of the First Temple of Jerusalem, in 586, the authorship of the
surviving leadership of that Temple and court, the priests, produced most of
the books we now know as the Hebrew Bible (“Old Testament,” or “Tanakh”),
specifically, the Pentateuch or Five Books of Moses, the prophetic writings from
Joshua and Judges through Samuel and Kings, and Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel,
and the twelve smaller books of prophetic writings; and some of the other Scrip-
tures as well. During this same period a number of diverse groups of Jews, living
in the Land of Israel as well as in Babylonia, to the east, and in Alexandria,
in Egypt, to the west, took over these writings and interpreted them in diverse
ways. Hence during the period from the formation of the Torah-book to the
destruction of the second Temple, there were many Judaisms.

The destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BCE produced a crisis of faith, because
ordinary folk supposed that the god of the conquerors had conquered the God
of Israel. Israelite prophets saw matters otherwise. Israel had been punished for
her sins, and it was God who had carried out the punishment. God was not
conquered but vindicated. The pagans were merely his instruments. God could,
moreover, be served anywhere, not only in the holy and promised Land of
Israel. Israel in Babylonian exile continued the cult of the Lord through worship,
psalms, and festivals; the synagogue, a place where God was worshiped with-
out sacrifice, took shape. The Sabbath became Israel’s sanctuary, the seventh
day of rest and sanctification for God. When, for political reasons, the Persians
chose to restore Jewry to Palestine and many returned (ca. 500 BcE), the Jews
were not surprised, for they had been led by prophecy to expect that with the
expiation of sin through suffering and atonement, God would once more show
mercy and bring them homeward. The prophets’ message was authenticated
by historical events.
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16 JACOB NEUSNER

In the early years of the Second Temple (ca. 450 BCE), Ezra, the priest-scribe,
came from Babylonia to Palestine and brought with him the Torah-book, the
collection of ancient scrolls of law, prophecy, and narrative. Jews resolved to
make the Torah the basis of national life. The Torah was publicly read on New
Year’s Day in 444 BcE, and those assembled pledged to keep it. Oral traditions,
explanations, instructions on how to keep the law, and exegeses of Scripture
were needed along with the canonical Scriptures, to apply the law to changing
conditions of everyday life. A period of creative interpretation of the written
Torah began, one that has yet to come to conclusion in the history of Judaism.
From that time forward, the history of Judaism became the history of the inter-
pretation of Torah and its message for each successive age.

The age of definition, beginning with the destruction of the Second Temple in
70 cE, saw the diverse Judaisms of the preceding period give way, over a long
period of time, to a single Judaism.

The formative generations of Rabbinic Judaism — the next period before
us — drew upon more than the ancient Hebrew Scriptures. They flowed out of
particular groups in the world of Judaism that read these Scriptures in a par-
ticular way and that had a distinctive approach to the religious life of the com-
munity of Israel. There were three main components of the religious life of the
Jews in the last two centuries BCE and the first century ce to which we must pay
attention. These components, not mutually exclusive, were (1) the priests, with
their commitment to the Temple of Jerusalem and its sacred offerings and to
governance of the people of Israel in accord with the orderly world created by
and flowing out of the Temple; (2) the scribes, with their commitment to the
ancient Scriptures and their capacity to interpret and apply these Scriptures to
the diverse conditions of the life of the people (later on, the heirs of the scribes
would gain the honorific title of “rabbi,” which was not distinctive to their group
of Jews or even to the Jews); and (3) the messianic Zealots, who believed that
God would rule the Jews when foreign rulers had been driven out of the Holy
Land. Obviously, these three components were talking about different things to
different people.

Of these three groups, one predominated in the shaping of events in the first
century ck, and the other two fused thereafter. The messianic Zealots until the
destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem in 70 ce were the most powerful force in
the history of the Jews. For they precipitated the single most important event of
the time, the war fought against Rome from 66 to 73 ck, climaxed by the fall of
Jerusalem in 70 ce. And the messianic Zealots must have remained paramount
for another three generations, since the next major event in the history of the
Jews was yet a second, and still more disastrous, holy and messianic war against
Rome, fought under the leadership of Ben Kosiba (also called Bar Kokhba, the Star’s
Son) from 132 to 135 cE. That war surely was a mass uprising, which tells us
that a large part of the population was attracted to the Zealots’ way of thinking.

The other two groups — the priests and the scribes — with their interest in
continuity, order, and regularity lost out both times. The priests of the Temple
saw the destruction of their sanctuary in 70 ct and realized after 135 cE that
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it would not be rebuilt for a long time. The scribes who taught Scriptures
and administered their law witnessed the upheavals of society and the destruc-
tion of the social order that war inevitably brings in its aftermath. While both
groups doubtless shared in the messianic hopes, they most certainly could not
have sympathized with the policies and disastrous programs of the messianic
Zealots.

The religion that emerged — called Rabbinic because of its authorities’ title;
normative or classical because of its later paramount position; “the Judaism of
the dual Torah” because of its generative myth — was the system worked out by
the sages who, after 70, developed a Judaism that was linked to Scripture but
enriched by an autonomous corpus of additional holy writings. This Judaism is
marked by its doctrine of the dual media by which the Torah was formulated
and transmitted, in writing on the one side, in formulation and transmission by
memory, hence, orally, on the other. The doctrine of the dual Torah, written
and oral, then defined the canon of Judaism.

The written Torah encompassed pretty much the same books that the world
at large knows as the Old Testament. The oral Torah added the writings of the
sages, beginning with the Mishnah, a philosophical law code produced at ca.
200 cE, two massive commentaries on the Mishnah, the two Talmuds, one
produced in the Land of Israel and called the Yerushalmi, or Jerusalem Talmud,
ca. 400 ck, the other in Babylonian and called the Bavli, or Talmud of Babylonia,
ca. 600 ck. In that same age, alongside Mishnah-commentary, systematic work
on Scripture yielded works organized around particular books of the written
Torah, parallel to works organized around particular tractates of the Mishnah.
These encompassed Sifra, to the book of Leviticus, Sifre, to Numbers, another
Sifre, to Deuteronomy, works containing statements attributed to the same
authorities who stand behind the Mishnah, to be dated sometime between 200
and 400, as well as Genesis Rabbah and Leviticus Rabbah, discursive works
on themes in Genesis and Leviticus, edited between 400 and 450, Pesiqta deRab
Kahana, a profoundly eschatological treatment of topics in Pentateuchal writ-
ings, of about 450, and similar works. These writings all together, organized
around, first, the Mishnah, and then, Scripture, comprised the first works of the
oral Torah. That is to say, the teachings of the sages, originally formulated and
transmitted in memory, were the written down contents of the oral Torah that
God had revealed — so the system maintained — to Moses at Sinai. During the
age of definition, that Judaism of the dual Torah reached its literary statement
and authoritative expression.

The age of cogency is characterized by the predominance, from the far West in
Morocco, to Iran and India, and from Egypt to England, of the Judaism of the
dual Torah. During this long period, the principal question facing Jews was
how to explain the success of the successor-religions, Christianity and Islam,
which claimed to replace the Judaism of Sinai with a new testament, on the one
side, or a final and perfect prophecy, on the other. Both religions affirmed but
then claimed to succeed Judaism, and the Judaism of the dual Torah enjoyed
success, among Jews, in making sense of the then-subordinated status of the
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18 JACOB NEUSNER

enduring people and faith of Sinai. While during this long period heresies took
shape, the beliefs of the new systems responded to the structure of the established
one, so that a principal doctrine, for example, the doctrine of the dual Torah,
written and oral, or of the messiah as a faithful sage, would take shape in
opposition to the authoritative doctrines of the Judaism of the dual Torah.

The age of cogency ran into the nineteenth century. That does not mean
there were no other Judaic systems, including heresies, which selected a “false
doctrine” by defining in a way different from the Judaism of the dual Torah a
category emerging in that Judaism. It means, rather, that the Judaism of the
dual Torah set the standard, absorbing into itself and its structure many
powerful movements, such as philosophy, on the one side, and mysticism (called
Qabbalah), on the other, finding strength in both of them. The philosopher thus
defended the way of life and world-view of the Judaism of the dual Torah, and
the mystic observed the faith defined by that same way of life as the vehicle for
gaining his or her own mystical experience.

Of course philosophers of Judaism raised and dealt with questions in ways
essentially separate from the established and accepted Rabbinic ways of thinking
about religious issues. Still these philosophers of Judaism not only lived in accord
with the Rabbinic way of life; all of them were entirely literate in the Talmud
and related literature, and many of the greatest philosophers were also great
Talmudists. The same is to be said of the mystics. Their ideas about the inner
character of God, their quest for a fully realized experience of union with the
presence of God in the world, their particular doctrines, with no basis in the
talmudic literature produced by the early rabbis, and their intense spirituality,
were all thoroughly “rabbinized” — that is, brought into conformity with the
lessons and way of life taught by the Talmud. In the end, Rabbinic Judaism
received extraordinary reinforcement from the spiritual resources generated
by the mystic quest.

Both philosophy and mysticism found their way into the center of Rabbinic
Judaism. Both of them were shaped by minds that, to begin with, were infused
with the content and spirit of Rabbinic Judaism. So when we see the Judaism of
the dual Torah as cogent for nineteen centuries, it is not because the system
remained intact and unchanged, but because it was forever able to take within
itself, treat as part of its system of values and beliefs, a wide variety of new
concepts and customs. This is an amazingly long time for something so volatile
as a religion to have remained essentially stable and to have endured without
profound shifts in symbolic structure, ritual life, or modes of social organization
for the religious community. The Judaism that predominated during that
long period and that has continued to flourish in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries thus bears names familiar from the period of its inception: Rabbinic
because of the nature of its principal authorities, who are rabbis; talmudic
because of the name of its chief authoritative document after the Hebrew Scrip-
tures, which is the Talmud; classical because of its basic quality of endurance
and prominence; or, simply, Judaism because no other important alternative
was explored by Jews.
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The second age of diversity is marked not by the breaking apart of the received
system but by the development of competing systems of Judaism as well as of
entirely secular systems that, for millions of Jews, took the place of Judaism, the
religion. In this period, new Judaisms came into being that entirely ignored the
categories and doctrines of the received system, responding not to its concerns
but to other issues altogether. Now the principal question addressed by new
systems concerned matters other than those found urgent by the Judaism of
the dual Torah, with its powerful explanation of the Jews’ status in the divine
economy. The particular points of stress, the self-evident answers to urgent
questions, came at the interstices of individual life. Specifically, Jews now needed
to explain to themselves how as individuals, able to make free choices on their
own, they found a place, also, within the commanded realm of the holy way of
life and world-view of the Torah of Judaism. The issue again was political, but it
concerned not the group but the individual. Judaisms produced in modern times
answered the urgent question of individual citizenship, just as the Judaism
of the long period of Christian and Muslim hegemony in Europe, Africa, and
western Asia had taken up the (then equally pressing) question of a subordinated,
but in its own view, holy society’s standing and status as Israel in Islam or in
Christendom. Reform Judaism marks the first of the new Judaisms, responsive
to the issues of political change that confronted European, and then North
American Jews who wished to practice Judaism (or a Judaism); Orthodox Judaism
in its integrationist mode, maintaining that Jews could both keep the Torah and
live among gentiles, formed a pointed response; and Conservative Judaism took
a mediating position, agreeing with Reform that change in response to political
challenge was legitimate, agreeing with Orthodoxy that change should be
moderate and take place within the disciplines of the revealed torah.

The contemporary age has produced Judaic religious systems that fall outside
of the framework of the received Torah and do not privilege the Pentateuch
and its narrative and law. In addition, the same age witnesses the formation of
ethnic Jewish ideologies, which explain the existence of the Jews as a group
(“people”) without appeal to God’s revelation but rather by reference to the
continuing history and shared culture of that group. At the present time, the
vast majority of Jews who practice Judaism — Orthodox, whether segregationist
or integrationist, Conservative, Reform, Reconstructionist — concur on the
enduring authority of the Torah and refer for its interpretation to the Rabbinic
tradition, read variously to be sure. But most of that same majority regards the
Jews as an ethnic group (in Europe and North and Latin America) or a nation
(in the state of Israel) and, all together, as a people, and, as ever, that com-
plicates the study of Judaism.
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CHAPTER 2

The Religious World of
Ancient Israel to 586 BcE

Marvin A. Sweeney

Judaism traces its origins to the people of ancient Israel and Judah and their
relationship with God, who is identified throughout Jewish tradition by the
ineffable name YHWH. The Hebrew Bible, known to Jews as the Tanakh and
to Christians as the Old Testament, constitutes the fundamental presentation of
the origins and early history of the people of Israel from the creation of the
world through the period of restoration following the Babylonian exile in 587/
586 Bck. Whereas Christian versions of the Old Testament, which include the
books of 1-2 Maccabees either as part of the Old Testament itself or as part of
the Apocrypha, trace the history of Israel through the so-called Hasmonean
period in the second and first centuries Bck, the Jewish Tanakh concludes the
presentation of Israel’s history in the Persian period during the fifth or fourth
centuries BCE with the books of Ezra—Nehemiah and Esther.

The Biblical Account of the Origins and
Early History of Israel

The Hebrew Bible presents Israel as a distinctive, holy people or nation in
relation to YHWH. Following the creation of the world according to the book of
Genesis, various problems arose in the relationship between the newly-created
human beings and YHWH that resulted in Adam’s and Eve’s expulsion from the
Garden of Eden, the near-destruction of the world by flood, and the scattering
of nations as a result of the building of the Tower of Babel. YHWH therefore
decided to establish Israel as a distinctive people through whom divine “instruc-
tion” or “Torah” might be revealed in order to bring knowledge of God or
holiness, morality, order, and peace to a chaotic world. In order to accomplish
this goal, YHWH established a special relationship or covenant with Abraham,
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in which YHWH promised to make Abraham into a great nation in the land
of Israel in return for Abraham’s adherence to YHWH as the only God and to
YHWH’s commandments (Gen. 15).

When Abraham’s wife Sarah gave birth to their son, Isaac, the covenant
continued through him and his descendants. Jacob, the son of Isaac and Rebecca,
was renamed Israel to represent his status as the eponymous ancestor of the
nation Israel when YHWH continued the covenant with him (Gen. 35). Jacob
in turn fathered twelve sons and a daughter with his wives, Leah and Rachel,
and their handmaidens, Zilpah and Bilhah. The twelve sons — Reuben, Simeon,
Judah, Levi, Issachar, Zebulun, Gad, Asher, Dan, Naphtali, Joseph, and Benjamin
— then became the ancestors of the twelve tribes that formed the nation Israel.
Levi eventually became a priestly tribe without its own land, but Joseph's sons,
Ephraim and Manasseh, were adopted by Jacob to become the ancestors of
tribes in Israel in place of their father (Gen. 48).

Whereas the book of Genesis focuses on the ancestors of the nation Israel, the
books of Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers present the formative experience
of the nation in the Exodus from Egypt, the revelation of YHWH'’s Torah at
Mt. Sinai (or Horeb), and the period of wandering in the wilderness of Sinai prior
to their entry into the promised land of Canaan or Israel. Following Israel’'s
movement to Egypt during the time of Joseph, the Egyptians enslaved the people
of Israel. In order to deliver Israel from Egyptian bondage, YHWH instructed
Moses, a Levite living in the Sinai wilderness who was raised as an Egyptian
prince, to return to Egypt and demand the release of his people from the Egyp-
tian Pharaoh or king. When the Pharaoh refused, YHWH released a series of
ten plagues, culminating in the deaths of the Egyptian firstborn. When Pharaoh
relented, the people of Israel departed from Egypt and came to the Red Sea.
Pharaoh changed his mind and brought his soldiers and chariots to the Red
Sea in order to stop Israel’s escape. With Israel trapped between the Red Sea
and Pharaoh’s chariots, Moses called upon YHWH to divide the Red Sea, allowing
the people of Israel to cross on dry land to the Sinai wilderness. When the
Egyptians attempted to pursue, the waters of the Red Sea closed over them so
that Israel was miraculously delivered by YHWH. Following the Exodus from
Egypt, YHWH revealed divine Torah to the people through Moses at Mt. Sinai,
and for the next forty years the people traveled through the wilderness at Sinai
until it was time to enter the promised land.

According to the book of Deuteronomy, immediately prior to his own death
and the people’s entry into the promised land, Moses repeated YHWH's Torah
to Israel. The purpose, of course, was to remind the people of their covenant
with YHWH as they took possession of the land. Under the leadership of Moses’
successor, Joshua, the people of Israel conquered the land in three very swift
campaigns (Josh. 1-12) and then divided the land among the twelve tribes
(Josh. 13-23). YHWH’s involvement is evident throughout, as various miracles,
such as the collapse of the walls of Jericho (Josh. 6) or the sun that stood still
at Gibeon (Josh. 10), enabled the people to take full possession of the land. At
the conclusion of the campaign and division of the land, Joshua reiterated the
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people’s responsibilities to YHWH in a renewed covenant at the city of Shechem
(Josh. 24).

The books of Judges, 1-2 Samuel, and 1-2 Kings present Israel’s history in
the land itself from the time following the conquest until the Babylonian exile.
The book of Judges presents the period prior to the rise of the Israelite monarchy
as a time at which there was no continuous central leadership in Israel. As
the tribes were threatened by various enemies, individual rulers known as
Judges, such as Ehud, Deborah, Gideon, and others, arose to defend Israel, but
no successors were appointed at the death of the judge until such time as a
new threat materialized. At the end of Judges and the beginning of 1 Samuel,
it is clear that Israel needed a monarch, as the Philistines and other enemies
increasingly posed a threat to Israel’s security and existence. The prophet Samuel
anointed Saul ben Kish from the tribe of Benjamin as the first king over Israel,
with the expectation that he would deliver Israel from its enemies (1 Sam. 9:1—
10:16). It became evident, however, that Saul was inadequate to the task, as
he was never able decisively to defeat the Philistines. In addition, 1 Samuel
maintains that Saul suffered from an “evil spirit” from YHWH and spent a great
deal of his time attempting to kill his armor-bearer and son-in-law, David ben
Jesse of the tribe of Judah, whom he perceived to be a rival for the throne
(1 Sam. 18).

Following Saul’s death at the hands of the Philistines, 2 Samuel relates David's
rise to power as king over all Israel. Upon defeating the Philistines, David
captured the city of Jerusalem and made it his capital (2 Sam. 5). He brought to
Jerusalem the ark of the covenant, the symbol of YHWH's presence among the
people during the time of the wilderness wanderings, thereby establishing the
city as the holy center in Israel for the worship of YHWH (2 Sam. 6). David
went on to establish a large empire that included all the central hill country of
Israel and Judah, the land of the Philistines along the Mediterranean coast, the
lands east of the Jordan River, and Aram (ancient Syria). According to 2 Sam.
7, YHWH promised David an eternal dynasty in Jerusalem, and David’s son
Solomon later built the Temple in Jerusalem to house the ark of the covenant
and to serve as the central sanctuary of the nation Israel (1 Kgs. 6—8). The
presentation of Solomon'’s reign in 1 Kgs. 1-11 represents the apex of ancient
Israel’s history according to the Hebrew Bible. The twelve tribes were united
under the rule of YHWH's chosen monarch, the nation was secure from threat
by enemies, and the Temple in Jerusalem served as the center of worship for the
entire people.

The remainder of 1-2 Kings presents the dissolution of this great kingdom
over the course of some four hundred years. Although Solomon ruled over a
magnificent kingdom as the chosen monarch of YHWH, 1 Kings maintains
that he abused his rule by forcing the people of Israel to work on various state
building projects and that he allowed pagan religious practices to flourish in
Jerusalem as a result of his devotion to his many foreign wives. Following
Solomon’s death, the ten northern tribes revolted against his son Rehoboam,
and established Jeroboam ben Nebat of Ephraim as king over a newly constituted
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northern kingdom of Israel (1 Kgs. 12). Judah and Benjamin were left to
Rehoboam and the Davidic dynasty based in Jerusalem.

Despite portraying YHWH's sanction for the revolt, 1-2 Kings is unrelenting
in its criticism of the northern kings. 1 Kgs. 12 presents Jeroboam's decision at
the outset of his reign to set up golden calves at Dan and Beth El, which would
serve as idolatrous sanctuaries and turn the people away from the worship
of YHWH. 1-2 Kings maintains that all the northern kings were as evil as Jero-
boam and argues that the idolatry of the northern monarchs resulted some two
hundred years later in the Assyrian empire’s destruction of northern Israel. The
southern kingdom of Judah escaped destruction by the Assyrians, and, under
the rule of King Josiah, attempted to purify the worship of the people of Israel
(2 Kgs. 22-23). Nevertheless, 2 Kgs. 21:10-15 maintains that the sins of
Josiah's grandfather, Manasseh, were so great that YHWH decided to destroy
Jerusalem and the Temple. Josiah was killed by the Egyptians, and the city of
Jerusalem and the Temple were destroyed twenty-two years later by the
invading Babylonian empire. As a result of the Babylonian destruction, many
Judeans were sent into exile to Babylonia, and the kingdom of Judah ceased
to exist as an independent state.

Historical Background

The biblical account of the origins and early history of ancient Israel is a
heavily theologized narrative that asserts YHWH's actions as the primary cause
for Israel’s existence and experience in the ancient world. Some contend that
the biblical narrative is therefore a work of fiction that need not be taken
seriously as history. For instance, names such as Abraham, Moses, David, or
Solomon are not attested until long after the periods in which they were supposed
to have lived. Still a great deal of evidence from archeology and ancient Near
Eastern texts provides historical background for the basic outlines of the biblical
narratives. Like any work of history, the biblical narrative employs its own
historiographical perspectives, and it has its own important points to make.
Specifically, it offers a reflection on the history of Israel and Judah that attempts
to explain the origins of Israel as an effort by God to bring order into the world,
and the Babylonian exile as an act of divine punishment. In order to understand
the Hebrew Bible’s presentation of Israel’s history, it is important to understand
the historical foundation on which it is based.

The nation of Israel was a relative late-comer to the land of Canaan.
Although Canaan was the site for some of the world’s oldest inhabited cities —
Jericho, for example, dates back to 9000 BcE — Israel emerged as an indepen-
dent state only in the tenth century Bce. The origins of Israel, however, may be
traced back as far as the beginning of the Middle Bronze I and II Ages in 2300—
2000 and 2000-1550 BcE respectively. During these periods, Semitic-speaking,
semi-nomadic peoples known in Mesopotamian sources as the Ammuru,
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“westerners,” began to move in from the regions of the Arabian desert to the
west of Sumeria or Babylonia into the settled regions of the so-called “Fertile
Crescent,” which extended from the region watered by the Tigris and Euphrates
rivers in Mesopotamia or modern Iraq, through Syria and eastern Turkey, and
south into the land of Canaan or modern Israel. The Ammuru or Amorites
created the earliest Babylonian kingdoms, which incorporated the earlier Sumerian
city-states, and some maintain that their influence extended into upper Syria
and the western regions of Canaan as well. Sites that are important to the later
history of Israel, such as Hebron, Shechem, Shiloh, and Beth El, appear to have
been founded during these periods, whereas others, such as Dan, Megiddo, Beth
Shean, and Jerusalem, appear to have been founded in earlier periods. Although
the Amorites are generally regarded with suspicion in the Hebrew Bible (see
Gen. 15:16; Josh. 24:15), some see this period as the so-called “Patriarchal”
or “Ancestral” Age of Abraham and Sarah and their descendants.

Another potential antecedent to the people of Israel may be found in the
Late Bronze Age, 1550-1200 BcE, when other groups of semi-nomadic peoples
known in ancient Near Eastern records as the Habiru or Apiru began to move
into the land of Canaan from the desert regions to the east. Some have attempted
to equate the Akkadian term Habiru with the Hebrew term ‘Ibri (Hebrew), but
the linguistic arguments are not entirely compelling. The term itself appears to
serve in Akkadian as a designation for barbarians who stood outside of settled
civilization, which would correspond roughly to Abraham'’s status in Gen. 14:13,
where he is called a Hebrew. Canaan during this period was constituted as
a conglomeration of separate city-states that were subservient to Egypt. The
Amarna letters, written during this period by the various Canaanite city-state
rulers to their Egyptian overlords, constantly mention the role of the Habiru
in relation to the conflicts that broke out among the city-states. The rulers of
Megiddo and Jerusalem in particular complain of the threat posed to them by
the alliance between King Lubayu of Shechem and the Habiru. Shechem, of
course, was the site of important Israelite covenant ceremonies at the time of
Moses (Deut. 27) and Joshua (Josh. 24). Egyptian records during this period
speak of Habiru/Apiru slaves. A victory stele by Pharaoh Merneptah (reigned
1224-1216 BCE) contains the first reference to Israel, which is represented in
the hieroglyphs as a landless, nomadic group.

The beginning of the Iron Age in 1200-1000 Bck saw a great deal of conflict
in the land of Israel, particularly in the border regions between the central hill
country of Ephraim and Judah that served as the homeland of Israel, equivalent
to the modern West Bank, and the low-lying coastal plain that served as the
homeland of the Philistines. The Philistines are generally identified with the
so-called Sea Peoples who attempted to invade Egypt in the twelfth century Bce
and settled into the coastal plain of Israel after they were defeated by the Egyp-
tians. The Sea Peoples came originally from the Greek islands and are believed
to have destroyed the Hittite empire of Asia Minor prior to their attempted
invasion of Egypt. Some identify them with the Homeric Greeks who conquered
Troy. They first brought iron to ancient Canaan and used their expertise to
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build weapons and to organize an alliance among their five principal cities:
Ashdod, Ashkelon, Gaza, Ekron, and Gath. The goal apparently was the domina-
tion of the trade routes through Canaan, and the evidence of conflict at the
borders of the coastal plain and the hill country indicates an early conflict
between the Philistines and the less advanced inhabitants of the hill country,
whom many identify as early Israelites.

The period of conflict ended in approximately 1000 Bck, which corresponds
to the beginning of the Davidic—Solomonic empire as represented in the Hebrew
Bible. Archeological evidence from this period points to a great deal of urban
building. The major cities in Israel are constructed with strong casemate walls,
a double wall that may be filled in with dirt and debris for greater strength in a
time of emergency. The so-called Solomonic gate, a well-protected, six-chamber
gate with three heavy doors, appeared throughout Israel’s major cities, includ-
ing Megiddo, Gezer, Hazor, Lachish, and others. A variety of major buildings
were constructed in these cities and in Jerusalem as well. Although the site
of the Jerusalem Temple cannot be excavated because of the sanctity of the
site in Judaism and the presence of Islam’s Dome of the Rock, the description
of the three-chambered Temple of Solomon in 1 Kgs. 6—8 represents the typical
construction of contemporary temples (and royal palaces) in ancient Phoenicia
and Syria.

There are no ancient accounts of the revolt of northern Israel against the
royal House of David, but subsequent Assyrian and Babylonian records acknow-
ledge that the kingdoms of Israel and Judah stood as separate states from the
ninth through the eighth centuries Bce. Assyrian records testify to successive
invasions of the region by Tiglath-Pileser III at the time of the Syro-Ephraimite
War in 735-732, which first saw the subjugation of Israel and Judah to Assyria
(reigned 745-727 BCE; see 2 Kgs. 15-16; Is. 7; 17); by Shalmanezer V and
Sargon II, who destroyed the northern kingdom of Israel and exiled many of its
inhabitants in 721-720 B¢k (reigned 727-721 and 720-705 BCE respectively,
see 2 Kgs. 17; Is. 8—10); and by Sennacherib, who invaded Judah and besieged
Jerusalem in 701 Bck (reigned 705—681 BcE; see 2 Kgs. 18-20; Is. 36—39).
Archeological evidence points to massive devastation in Israel and Judah during
this period as well. The decline of Assyria following the death of Assurbanipal
in 627 Bck and the fall of Assur and Nineveh in 614 and 612 respectively pro-
vides the background for King Josiah’s attempts at the restoration of Judah
(reigned 639—-609 BCE). Again, Babylonian records recount Nebuchadnezzar’s
successive campaigns against Judah (reigned 605—-562 Bcg), and archeological
evidence demonstrates the overwhelming destruction that Judah suffered dur-
ing this period.

Of course, neither ancient Near Eastern records nor archeological investiga-
tion can ever confirm or deny God’s involvement in the history of Israel and
Judah. That is, after all, an assertion of religious faith rather than of empirically
demonstrable science. Nevertheless, such evidence does confirm the basic frame-
work of Israel’s and Judah'’s history as presented in the Hebrew Bible, and it points
to an understanding of the reasons why such history was written. History is
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written not only to chronicle the past but to provide a basis for understanding
the present and for making decisions concerning the future. In this respect, the
narrative histories of Genesis through Kings must be understood as an effort on
the part of the writers to assert YHWH’s relationship with Israel and Judah and
to argue that to a certain extent YHWH controlled historical events. According
to the Hebrew Bible, YHWH acted to form Israel, redeem Israel from Egyptian
bondage, grant to Israel the promised land, and to punish Israel with exile for
failure to observe divine expectations. At the same time, such history points to
restoration and an interest in learning from the past in order to construct a
better future. The Hebrew Bible does not end with the Babylonian exile; in both
its Jewish and Christian forms, it ends in the period when the post-exilic restora-
tion had already taken place. The account of Israel’s history from creation to
the Babylonian exile is not simply an attempt to write the epitaph of a defeated
people. Instead, it constitutes guidance for Jews who sought to restore Israel in
the period following the Babylonian exile.

The Role of State and Temple in Israel’s Religious Life

As noted above, the biblical account of the origins and early history of Israel
emphasizes YHWH’s covenant with Abraham and his descendants and the
Exodus from Egypt and traditions related to Moses as the foundational events
of the nation Israel. Both of these events are therefore of prime importance
in considering the religious and national self-identity of the people of Israel.
Although they play prominent roles in Israel’s self-understanding, the survey of
Israel’s historical background provides little basis to confirm either event. This
does not mean that Abraham and Moses are not historical figures; it simply
means that both are the products of Israelite tradition regardless of their histor-
ical character. The presentation of each must therefore be considered in relation
to the major Israelite institutions that were primarily involved in the transmis-
sion of Israelite tradition and the formation of Israelite national and religious
self-identity, i.e., the monarchy and the Temple.

Because of the American separation of Church and State, modern North
American readers are accustomed to thinking of religion and politics as differ-
ent spheres of life. Nevertheless, it is important to recognize that throughout
world history, the interests of state and religion are closely intertwined so that
the rulers of state frequently establish, support, and shape religious institu-
tions and religious institutions in turn frequently legitimize, support, and shape
state institutions. Thus, the rise of Confucianism as a state religion in China
coincides with the rise of the Han dynasty (206 BcE-220 cE); Buddhism was
established in India by the Maurya dynasty that first unified the south Asian
sub-continent in the third century Bck; Christianity became the religion of
the Roman Empire in the fourth century ck; and Islam grew into prominence
together with the rise of the Ummayid dynasty in the seventh and eighth
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centuries cg. Similar phenomena are well known in the ancient Near East as
the Egyptian Pharaohs ruled Egypt with the support of the priests of Amon-Re
and the Babylonian monarchs ruled with the support of the priests of Marduk.

Much the same may be observed in the interrelationship of the ruling House
of David in Israel and Judah and the Temple in Jerusalem. Although Saul was
the first king of Israel, David was the first monarch to successfully unify the
nation and establish a secure ruling dynasty, at least over the tribe of Judah.
David’s success may be attributed to a number of factors. He was a military and
political genius who was able to forge alliances, both within and outside of Israel,
so that he could gain the support necessary to defeat Israel’s enemies and to
establish himself as the sole legitimate ruling monarch of the nation. Key to his
success, however, was his selection of Jerusalem as his political and religious
capital.

Although we think of Israel as a combination of twelve tribes, a close reading
of 2 Sam. 1-7 indicates that Israel was actually divided into two major parts
during David’s early reign, i.e., the northern tribes of Israel who were ruled by
Saul’s son Eshbaal (known as Ish-boshet, “man of shame,” in 2 Sam. 2—4; cf.,
1 Chr. 8:33; 9:39, which name him Eshbaal, “man of Baal”), and the southern
tribe of Judah ruled by David at Hebron. There was civil war between the two
parts of Israel for some seven years until, after the deaths of Eshbaal and his
commander Abner, David was able to unite all of the tribes of Israel under his
own rule. In order to avoid the perception that he favored either his own tribe,
Judah, or the far more powerful northern tribes, David chose to establish his
capital in Jerusalem, a Jebusite city situated in the territory of Benjamin at
the boundary between Judah and the northern tribes. Jerusalem could be
considered neutral ground, and when David used his own mercenaries to cap-
ture the city, neither Judah nor the northern tribes could claim that the city
belonged to them. When David had secured Jerusalem, he brought the ark of
the covenant, which represented the presence of YHWH among the people, to
the city from its prior location in Kiryat Yearim. David thereby established
Jerusalem as both his political and religious capital for ruling the entire nation
of Israel.

The rise of David as king over all Israel and his selection of Jerusalem as his
political and religious capital plays a foundational role in the conceptualization
and development of ancient Israelite religion because it establishes a close inter-
relationship between the Davidic kings and YHWH. This interrelationship is
evident in YHWH’'s promise of an eternal dynasty to David immediately after
David brings the ark of the covenant to Jerusalem in 2 Sam. 6. According to
2 Sam. 7, David had thought to build a “house” or Temple for YHWH once he
had become king, but the prophet Nathan came to David and declared that
YHWH did not desire a “house.” Instead, YHWH would build a “house,” i.e.,
a dynasty, for David so that his descendants would rule forever in Jerusalem.
David never built the “house,” or Temple, for YHWH in Jerusalem, but his son
Solomon did and thereby established the Davidic monarchy and the Jerusalem
Temple as the two primary institutions of ancient Israel or Judah. In short, the
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House of David established and supported the Jerusalem Temple of YHWH, and
YHWH established and supported the House of David.

The close interrelationship between the House of David and YHWH is evident
in the Psalms, which were apparently sung as liturgical hymns in the Jerusalem
Temple. 1 Chr. 16, for example, relates the psalm sung at the time that David
established the ark in Jerusalem. The psalm draws upon Pss. 105, 95, and 106
to thank and praise YHWH for all the wonderful things YHWH had done
for Israel, such as making a covenant with Israel through Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob, and defending Israel from the various threats posed by its enemies.
Although the House of David is not mentioned in this version of the psalm,
others are much more explicit. Ps. 132, for example, rehearses David’s efforts
to provide a dwelling place for YHWH and the ark of the covenant. Declaring
YHWH’s choice of Zion as the site for the ark, the psalm reiterates YHWH's
oath to David that his sons will sit upon David’s throne in perpetuity. Ps. 89
likewise declares YHWH's eternal steadfast love for David and the promise of an
eternal dynasty and relates the Davidic promise to traditions concerning YHWH's
creation of the world and defeat of the forces of chaos, so that the House of
David emerges as a fundamental element of the creation of the cosmos. Ps. 110
declares the king in Zion to be a priest forever according to the order of
Melchizedek, and Ps. 2 declares the Davidic king to be the son of YHWH in Zion
whom YHWH will defend from attacks by the kings of the earth. Pss. 46, 47,
and 48 in turn declare YHWH as the king of the nations and the God of Abraham
and Jacob who will defend the holy habitation in Mount Zion from the nations.
When Solomon dedicated the Temple in Jerusalem, he highlighted YHWH's
promise to the House of David and YHWH’'s role in bringing rain and fertility
to the land and world at large.

Indeed, the preceding examples demonstrate the close interrelationship
between the House of David and YHWH in Zion, and they point to the cosmic
dimensions of the Jerusalem Temple as the center of all creation. According to
Ezek. 43:14, the sacrificial altar of the Temple was the “bosom of the earth” and
thereby represented the role of the Temple as the site where creation took
place, both in the Temple liturgy and in the Israelite conception of the cosmos.
Various psalms therefore celebrate YHWH's role as creator of the universe. Ps.
33, for example, reiterates YHWH's creation of the heavens and the earth from
the depths of the sea, and Ps. 8 emphasizes YHWH's creation of human beings
and their dominion over the creatures of the earth. Ps. 19 points to YHWH's
establishment of a tent in the heavens, much like the tent that housed the ark
in Jerusalem prior to the construction of the Temple, and the “instruction” or
Torah of YHWH that brings righteousness to the world. Ps. 104 portrays YHWH
in relation to the sun and recounts YHWH’s creation of the winds, springs,
animals, plants, light, seasons, etc., that testify to YHWH’s wisdom and capacity
to bring bounty and order to the world.

The conceptualization of the Temple in Jerusalem as the home of YHWH
and the center of creation also influences the narrative traditions of creation
and Israel’s early history. The description of the Temple as built by Solomon in
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1 Kgs. 67 highlights the decorative lilywork, pomegranates, cherubim, lions,
and palm trees that symbolized the Temple's identification with the Garden
of Eden as presented in Gen. 2—3. The two pillars that stood at the Temple
entrance, Jachin and Boaz, symbolized the foundations of the earth on which
creation is based. The molten sea, which was set outside the Temple on the
backs of twelve cast oxen, symbolized the sea from which creation proceeded.
The Temple lampstands with their seven branches for lights represented both
the light of creation and the trees of the Garden of Eden. Later tradition regarded
the high priest in the Temple as a symbolic representation of Adam in the Garden
of Eden. The spring Gihon, which provided water for the city of Jerusalem (2
Chr. 33:14) and was where Solomon was anointed king (1 Kgs. 1:33, 38, 45),
is identified in Gen. 2:13 as one of the rivers that emerged from the Garden of
Eden to water the world (see also Ezek. 47:1).

Temple symbolism also appears in relation to the traditions concerning the
Exodus from Egypt, revelation at Sinai, and wilderness wanderings, especially
since many of the motifs from these traditions are related to those of creation
and YHWH’s kingship over the world. Indeed, the Exodus is also well represented
in the Psalms, such as Pss. 78, 105, and 106, which were sung in the Temple
to recount YHWH’s acts of deliverance on behalf of Israel. But the Exodus
narratives themselves are also heavily influenced by Temple symbolism. The
narratives in Exod. 7-13 concerning the ten plagues against Egypt, such as the
Nile's turning to blood, the frogs, the gnats, thunder and hail, locusts, darkness,
etc., demonstrate YHWH's control of the natural forces of creation. The tenth
plague in particular, the death of the firstborn, is related to the Israelite prac-
tice of bringing the first fruits of the harvest and flock for sacrifice to the Temple
in Jerusalem. Indeed, YHWH’s statement in Exod. 13:2, “consecrate to me all
the firstborn; whatever is the first to open the womb among the Israelites,
of human beings and animals, is mine,” draws upon the laws concerning the
requirement to sacrifice the firstborn to YHWH at the Temple, such as Exod.
34:19, “All that first opens the womb is mine, all your male livestock, the
firstborn of cow and sheep. The firstborn of a donkey you shall redeem with a
lamb . . . all the firstborn of your sons you shall redeem.”

Likewise, the account of the crossing of the Red Sea, Exod. 14-15, empha-
sizes the emergence of dry land from the sea (Exod. 14:22, 15:8), much like the
creation of dry land in Gen. 1, and states that the people have been redeemed so
that they might come to YHWH’s sanctuary and acknowledge that “YHWH
will reign forever and ever” (Exod. 15:17-18). The purification of the priests
in the water of the previously mentioned molten sea outside the entrance to the
Temple similarly symbolizes Israel’s entry into the Red Sea at the time of the
deliverance from Egypt. The symbolism of Mt. Sinai, from which YHWH revealed
Torah to Israel through the Levitical priest Moses, recalls the symbolism of
Mt. Zion, from which YHWH revealed Torah through the priests to Israel and to
the world at large (Pss. 19, 94, 119; Is. 2:2—4; Mic. 4:1-5). The creation of the
tabernacle and the ark of the covenant in the wilderness to represent YHWH's
presence among the people points ultimately to the creation of the Temple once
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Israel took possession of the land. Indeed, the prior representation of YHWH's
presence as a pillar of fire and smoke employs the symbolism of the Temple altar
in operation as the offerings of the people were consumed in fire and smoke.
As many scholars have noted, the language pertaining to the building of
the tabernacle and YHWH’s settling into it in Exod. 35—40 draws upon the
language of Gen. 2:1-3, which describes YHWH's rest from creation at the
first Shabbat or Sabbath, so that the building of the tabernacle (and ultimately
of the Temple) symbolizes the completion of creation.

The conceptualization of the Temple as the center of creation also legitimized
its role as the source for YHWH’s instructions or laws that governed the life of
the people. Many have noted that the ten commandments in Exod. 20 and
Deut. 5 provide a summation of the basic principles that governed the laws of
ancient Israel in both the cultic and the social spheres. Thus, the commands
concerning the exclusive worship of YHWH, the prohibition of idolatry, the use
of YHWH's holy name, and observance of the Sabbath define the basic spheres
of holiness in Israelite religious life. Likewise, the commands to honor one’s
parents and the prohibitions against murder, adultery, theft, false witness in
court, and coveting that which belongs to one’s neighbor provide the basic
foundations for order in Israel’s social life. The balance of the laws in Exodus,
Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy elaborate on these basic principles
extensively.

The religious laws of the Hebrew Bible emphasize the Temple as the sacred
center of the Israelite state as well as of creation at large. As the holy center of
Israel and the universe, the Temple represented the stability of both the cosmos
and the nation through its system of festivals that established and maintained
the relationship between YHWH and the people of Israel. Fundamental to the
system is the weekly Sabbath, which Jews call by its Hebrew name, Shabbat,
in which all normal work ceases, so that the people can celebrate YHWH's
creation of the world each week and resanctify themselves for the week ahead.
In addition to Shabbat are the three major pilgrimage festivals, Pesach (Passover),
Shavuot (Weeks), and Sukkot (Booths, Tabernacles), in which all Israelite men
were required to come to YHWH’s Temple to present the first fruits of their
seasonal crops and the firstborn of their flocks and herds.

Insofar as each festival commemorates both an event in Israel’s sacred
history and a stage in the seasonal agricultural cycle, the festivals reinforce
Israel’s identity as the chosen people of YHWH and provided a means by which
the Temple could collect the one-tenth of the produce of the crops and livestock
of the land. In this respect, the festivals constituted the basis of a system of state
taxation that was sacralized and legitimized by the Temple to support the state
at large. Thus Pesach commemorates YHWH's redemption of Israel from Egyp-
tian bondage, and it also marks the beginning of the grain harvest in the land
of Israel following the first planting season in the spring. Shavuot, counted as
seven weeks or forty-nine days following the festival of Pesach, commemor-
ates the revelation of YHWH's Torah at Mt. Sinai and the conclusion of the
grain harvest in the early summer season. Sukkot commemorates the period of
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wilderness wandering in which the people lived in tents, but it also marks the
grape and olive harvest, when the harvesters dwell in sukkot — temporary booths.
In addition, Sukkot marks the beginning of the rainy fall season in the land of
Israel, with its promise of future growth for the following year. Sukkot closes
the agricultural year and marks the time when the full harvest of the season is
known. It is therefore an appropriate time to celebrate YHWH's sovereignty
and to rededicate oneself to YHWH's service.

The observance of the New Year, Rosh ha-Shanah, on the first day of the
seventh month, and of the Day of Atonement, Yom Kippur, on the tenth day
of the seventh month is therefore closely tied to the seven-day festival of
Sukkot beginning on the fifteenth day of the seventh month. The former
celebrates YHWH’s role as sovereign of creation and the latter provides a
time for repentance from wrongdoing at a time when the year is to begin
again. Both present an opportunity to renew one'’s sense of loyalty to YHWH
and to the Israelite state and Temple that represent YHWH to the people.
Detailed laws concerning the celebration of the festivals, the sacrifices per-
taining to them, and the conduct of the priests appear in Exod. 23:14-19;
34:17-26, Lev. 23, Num. 15-19, 28-29, and Deut. 14:1-16:17. The laws
concerning the building of altars appear in Exod. 20:22-26 and Deut. 12. Those
concerned with the building of the wilderness tabernacle (and thus of the
Temple), its furnishings, and the accoutrements of its priests appear in Exod.
25-30 and 35-40.

In addition to the sacred laws, the Temple served as the source for laws
governing the social life of the people. Extensive laws concerning issues of
murder, personal injury, property transfer, property damage, marriage, rape,
debt, inheritance, etc., appear in Exod. 21-24, 34; Lev. 18-20; Num. 27, 30—
36; and Deut. 16-26. Thus, Exod. 22:28 forbids cursing God or a prince, i.e.,
the monarch, among the people. Deut. 19:1-13 establishes cities of refuge where
one may go for protection from death in the event of justified manslaughter.
The rule of an “eye for an eye” in Exod. 21:18-27, Lev. 24:10-23, and Deut.
19:21 establishes principles by which compensation is decided in cases of
manslaughter and personal injury. Exod. 21:28-36 employs the example of an
ox that gores, to establish principles for deciding cases of property damage,
and Exod. 21:37-22:14 defines other areas of restitution for damaged or stolen
property. Lev. 18 and 20 define the principles for proper marriages, i.e., those
that avoid incest and other issues. Exod. 22:15-16 defines the terms of marri-
age for a man who seduces a virgin, and Deut. 22:13-29 regulates cases of
adultery and rape. Exod. 21:1-11 and Deut. 15:1-18 regulate the terms by
which a man or woman may serve as a slave, i.e., they may work as a slave for
a defined period of time in order to pay back a debt. The levirate law in Deut.
25:5-10 establishes a procedure by which a brother may father a son and legal
heir for his dead brother through the widow, and Num. 27:1-11 and 36:1-12
establish regulations by which women may inherit their father’s estate when
no male heirs exist. Other areas of Israelite social life are addressed as well, but
these examples demonstrate the importance of divine authority in establishing
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laws that promoted order in the social life of ancient Israel and thus supported
a stable state or monarchy.

Although the monarch is rarely mentioned in the narrative and laws of
the Pentateuch, it is important to note that the conceptualization of the
Davidic covenant and the Temple priesthood does influence the presentation of
Abraham’s covenant with YHWH in Gen. 12-25. When YHWH declares to
Abraham in Gen. 15 that he will become a great nation, Abram/Abraham
responds that he has no son. YHWH reiterates the divine oath that Abram will
indeed have a son who will succeed him and continue the covenant, which
corresponds to YHWH's promise to David in 2 Sam. 7, Pss. 89 and 132, etc.,
that his sons will rule eternally. YHWH's everlasting promise to Abraham is
reiterated in Gen. 17:4—8 at the time Abraham was circumcised as a sign of his
adherence to YHWH. YHWH's promise to Abram of the land that his descen-
dants will inherit in Gen. 15:18-21, “from the river of Egypt to the great river,
the river Euphrates,” corresponds to the furthest extent of the Davidic empire as
represented in 2 Sam. 8 (cf., Num. 34; Ezek. 47:13-20). Others have noted
Abraham’s close association with the city of Hebron, David’s first capital, especi-
ally since Abraham is buried there (Gen. 25:7—11). Abraham also acknowledged
God and paid a tithe at Salem, generally identified as Jerusalem, before the
priest-king Melchizedek in Gen. 14:17-24 (cf., Ps. 110). Abraham’s near sacri-
fice of Isaac took place at Mt. Moriah, which is also identified as the site of the
future Temple (2 Chr. 3:1). Insofar as the traditions concerning Abraham
begin the Hebrew Bible's presentation of Israel’s history, it would appear that
the interests of the Davidic dynasty and the Jerusalem Temple are signaled at
the outset through the figure of Abraham.

The Prophets and National Crises in Israel and Judah

The preceding discussion demonstrates the fundamental role the Davidic
monarchy and the Jerusalem Temple played in shaping ancient Judah's religious
life and national self-identity. The northern monarchies and temples un-
doubtedly played a very similar role in the northern kingdom of Israel, but
very little literary material from the northern kingdom appears in the Hebrew
Bible. The Hebrew Bible is basically the product of Judean authors, and their
perspectives shape our understanding of both the southern kingdom of Judah
and the northern kingdom of Israel. Even when biblical writings originated in
the north, e.g., the book of the northern prophet Hosea or the Jacob traditions
of Genesis, they apparently were edited and given their final literary form in the
south and therefore reflect Judean influence.

The preceding discussion also demonstrates that the religious and national
outlook of ancient Judah was based in the belief that YHWH had chosen Jerusa-
lem and the House of David and that YHWH had made an eternal covenant
that would guarantee the security of both. But the people of Israel founded their
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nation during the twelfth—tenth centuries Bct at a time when the major world
powers, Egypt to the south and the northern powers of Asia Minor and Mesopo-
tamia, were relatively weak and unable to exert much influence in the land of
Israel as they had done in the past. By the late-tenth and ninth centuries BcE,
this situation began to change, as Egypt and Assyria made increasing efforts to
extend their power beyond their own borders so that they might control the
lucrative trade routes through the land of Israel that had made Solomon’s
empire so powerful and wealthy. The Egyptians apparently had a hand in
supporting the revolt of the northern tribes of Israel against Solomon's son
Rehoboam in 922 Bce. Pharaoh Shishak (Shoshenq I, 931-910 Bck) had given
sanctuary to Jeroboam ben Nebat when he was forced to flee Israel after inciting
revolt against Solomon (1 Kgs. 11:26—40), and after the northern revolt Shishak
invaded Israel and stripped the Jerusalem Temple of Solomon’s gold shields
(1 Kgs. 14:25-28). Likewise, Assyrian records indicate that King Ahab of Israel
joined a coalition of small states led by Aram in 853 BCE to stop the Assyrian
king Shalmanezer III from an attempted invasion of Aram and Israel. Although
both Israel and Judah suffered setbacks during this period, nothing fundamen-
tally challenged the expectation that YHWH would protect the people of Israel.

By the late-eighth century Bce, however, this situation began to change as
the Assyrian empire, led by Tiglath-Pileser III and his successors, grew stronger
and ultimately conquered much of the ancient Near East, including Israel and
Judah. During the Syro-Ephraimitic War of 735-732 BcE when Israel and Aram
allied against Judah in an attempt to force it into an anti-Assyrian coalition,
Tiglath-Pileser III destroyed Aram and subjugated Israel in an attempt to sup-
port the Judean monarch Ahaz (2 Kgs. 16;Is. 7). By 921/920 Bck, Shalmanezer
V and Sargon II destroyed the kingdom of Israel when it revolted against Assyrian
rule and deported major portions of the surviving Israelite population to other
lands within the Assyrian empire (2 Kgs. 17). In 701 BcE, Sennacherib invaded
Judah when King Hezekiah attempted a similar revolt in conjunction with
Babylonia. Although the Assyrians overran Judah (2 Kgs. 18-20; Is. 36-39),
Hezekiah remained on the throne and Judah continued as an Assyrian vassal
through much of the seventh century Bct. Following an attempted restoration
by the Judean monarch Josiah in the late-seventh century, Babylonia ultimately
emerged as the ruler of Judah. When Judah revolted against Babylonia in the
early-sixth century, Babylon destroyed Jerusalem and the Temple of Solomon
in 587/586 BCE and carried major elements of the Judean population into exile.
The Judean kingdom of David came to an end.

Naturally, the Assyrian invasions of the eighth and seventh centuries BCE
and the Babylonian invasions of the sixth century Bck posed a fundamental
challenge to Israelite religion in that they pointed to the possibility that YHWH
either would not or could not protect the people of Israel. This prompted some
major rethinking of the principles of Israelite religion on the part of the prophets,
who began to argue that the Assyrian invasions represented punishment
brought upon the people by YHWH because the people had failed to observe
the terms of the relationship between themselves and YHWH. The prophets

85UD17 SUOWILLIOD 9A TR, 9|dedljdde ay) Ag peusenob afe sopile O ‘osn Jo SNl 10 AzeiqiauluO AS]IM UO (SUOIPUOD-PUE-SWLIS)L0D S| IM"Afelq 1 Ul UO//SANY) SUONIPUOD PUe SLWLS 1 8L 885 *[£202/90/0€] U0 Arelq178UlIUO AS|IM * SS90% LeulH - Ifi4 - NIIA NH.L Ad /1opwoo As | Aselq 1 jpuljuoy/sdiy Wwouy pepeojumoq



34 MARVIN A. SWEENEY

of Israel and Judah were hardly a unique phenomenon in the ancient Near
Eastern world; prophets were known in many cultures as oracle-givers and
priests who communicated the will of the gods to monarchs and the people at
large. But in presenting their understanding of the significance of the Assyrian
and later Babylonian and Persian empires, the prophets of ancient Israel and
Judah provided the means by which Judah at least would survive the crisis
and lay the foundations for Judaism during the period of the Babylonian exile
and beyond, when the continuity of the Davidic monarchy and an autonomous
Judean state could no longer be assured.

All of the prophets who presented a critique of ancient Israelite or Judean
society and religion during this period drew upon their own individual perspec-
tives and understanding of tradition, and each pointed to ways in which the
people could reform themselves and thus conform to the will of YHWH. Amos,
for example, was a Judean farmer from Tekoa during the mid-eighth century who
was forced to bring his offerings to the northern sanctuary at Beth El during a
period when Judah was allied as a vassal to the more powerful northern Israel.
In his view, the northern monarch Jeroboam ben Joash (Jeroboam II; 2 Kgs. 14)
was corrupt in that he did not show enough concern for the poor of the people
of Israel and Judah as required by Israelite laws that made provision for the
poor (see Amos 2:6—16, 7:10-17; Exod. 21-23). Amos therefore argued that
Jeroboam II must die and that the sanctuary at Beth El must be destroyed. As
he was a Judean, Amos’s view of righteous kingship lay in the restoration of
Davidic rule over all of the twelve tribes, as it had been in the days of David and
Solomon (Amos 9:11-15).

The prophet Hosea, who lived in the northern kingdom shortly after the
time of Amos, likewise condemned the northern monarchy for its alliance with
Assyria. In Hosea’s view, Jeroboam II and the monarchs of the house of Jehu
had acted like an unfaithful wife who abandoned her husband to pursue other
lovers, because they had allied the nation with Assyria and Egypt rather than
with Aram, from where Israel’s ancestors had come (see Hos. 12:1-15). In
portraying Israel as his own wife, Gomer, whom he accused of adultery (Hos.
1-2), Hosea offered the possibility of a reconciliation, i.e., just as Hosea could
accept his wife’s return (Hos. 3), so YHWH could accept the return of Israel
(Hos. 14). Of course, in its present form, such a return also means a return to
the rule of the House of David (Hos. 3:5). Hosea's book was apparently brought
south and edited in Judah after Israel was destroyed by the Assyrians.

When the Assyrian empire threatened Israel and Judah, southern prophets
began to respond in similar fashion. The prophet Isaiah ben Amoz, for example,
argued that the destruction of the northern kingdom of Israel represented
YHWH’'s judgment against the north, but that YHWH would continue to pro-
tect Judah if King Ahaz would trust in the Davidic promise. At the time of the
Israelite and Aramean invasion of Judah in 735-734 Bck, Isaiah counseled
Ahaz not to seek outside help from Assyria, but to trust in YHWH and the
defenses of Jerusalem: “If you will not believe, surely you will not be established”
(Is. 7:9). When Ahaz refused Isaiah’s advice and turned to Assyria, Isaiah
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condemned Ahaz as a faithless monarch and argued that the Assyrians would
indeed subjugate Judah — which they did (see Is. 7—8). For his own part, Isaiah
looked forward to the time when a righteous Davidic monarch would arise,
who would trust in YHWH’s promise and who would restore righteous Davidic
rule over all of Israel (see Is. 8:16-9:6, 11:1-16, 32:1-20).

The prophet Micah viewed things somewhat differently. As a resident of
Moresheth-Gath at the border between Philistia and Judah, Micah saw his
village destroyed in Sennacherib’s invasion of 701 Bck and fled as a refugee to
Jerusalem, which was placed under siege. In his view, the experience of Israel
would be a model for that of Judah, i.e., Jerusalem would be destroyed because
its rulers had made foolish decisions, such as, to revolt against Assyria, without
considering their impact upon the people (see Mic. 1-3). Jerusalem and Judah
would be restored when its rulers learned the basic principles of justice as a
result of YHWH's punishment (Mic. 6).

Unlike northern Israel, Judah survived the Assyrian onslaught. When the
Assyrian empire fell in the latter half of the seventh century Bck, Judah enjoyed
a brief period of potential resurgence under King Josiah (639-609 Bct) who
apparently saw his reign as a fulfillment of earlier prophecies of restoration.
But when Josiah was killed by Pharaoh Necho at Megiddo in 609 Bck (2 Kgs.
23:28-30), Judah again fell under the domination of foreign powers, first Egypt
and then Babylonia. The Davidic tradition of security for Jerusalem and Judah
continued to exert a great deal of influence among the people and prompted
several unsuccessful attempts to revolt against Babylonian rule.

The viewpoint of the prophet Isaiah was especially influential, as indicated by
the appearance of the prophet Hannaniah, who argued like Isaiah that YHWH
would protect Judah and that the Babylonians would be driven away in a short
period of time (see Jer. 27—-28). But the prophet Jeremiah, an Elide priest who
traced his ancestral roots to the pre-monarchic temple at Shiloh (see 1 Sam. 1-
3), did not share this view. His perspective was that of a Levite like Moses, who
looked to YHWH’s Torah or instruction as the basis for the nation’s future (cf.,
Deut. 28-30). Although he was apparently an early supporter of Josiah's
Torah-based program of national restoration (see Jer. 2:1-4:4; 2 Kgs. 22-23),
the premature death of Josiah convinced him that Judah would suffer much like
Israel. He therefore declared Hannaniah to be a false prophet, and that it was
the will of YHWH that Judah submit to Babylon. In his Temple sermon in Jer. 7,
Jeremiah argued that the Temple would not guarantee Judah's security; after
all, his ancestral temple at Shiloh had been destroyed, and the Jerusalem Temple
could suffer a similar fate. Instead, adherence to YHWH's Torah, such as some
of the ten commandments, cited in his speech, was what YHWH required.
Jeremiah was put on trial for his remarks and nearly executed (Jer. 26), but,
much to his own dismay, his words came true when the Babylonians destroyed
Jerusalem and the Temple in 587/586 Bck. Nevertheless, Jeremiah did not see
a full end to the people but spoke of their future restoration, when YHWH's
Torah would be placed in the heart of the people and they would return to
Jerusalem and the land of Israel.
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Although the restoration of Jerusalem and the Temple would take place only
in the early Persian period, after the Babylonian empire had been conquered
and incorporated into the Persian empire, the pre-exilic prophets of Israel and
Judah developed the theological basis by which YHWH’s covenant with the
people could be maintained despite the destruction of the northern kingdom of
Israel, the Jerusalem Temple, and the Davidic monarchy.
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CHAPTER 3
Judaism and the Hebrew Scriptures

Philip R. Davies

Among most Christians and Muslims (as well as a number of Jews), Judaism is
seen as a religion of the Bible. It is often stated that the Christians took over the
“Old Testament” from the Jews; while the Qur’an retells many biblical stories,
and both Christians and Jews are called the “people of the book” in Islam. But
is Judaism a “biblical religion”? In other words, did it derive from Scripture or
is it essentially based on the contents of Scripture? For those who like short
answers, that answer is that Judaism is (and was) not in either sense strictly
a “biblical religion.” But the qualifications to that answer are numerous. Like
most interesting and important questions, this one has no easy answer, and,
indeed, deserves the famous response: “It depends what you mean by ...” A
proper answer really does depend partly on how we define both “Judaism” and
“Bible.”

In fact, the origins and history of Judaism and its scriptures (not necessarily
“the Bible”)" are closely entwined. The Jewish people possessed a literary canon
during the Second Temple period. How and when precisely this canon developed
is not really important, but almost certainly it grew out of the professional
activities of the Judean scribal class and scribal communities under the Persians
and Greeks (i.e., from the sixth century Bce onwards).? Its major components
were historical, legal, prophetic and didactic writings. Many, but not all, of these
genres have parallels in the cultures of the ancient Near East and among the
Greeks.’ The planting in the Levant of Greek culture (which was not entirely
unknown even before the Persian period) through the conquests of Alexander,
the creation of Greek kingdoms, founding of Greek cities and colonization by
Greeks led in Judah, as elsewhere, to cultural reactions among the recipients
designed to accommodate or resist the new forms of social and political life that
were now being offered. This complex process should not be oversimplified,
but among the Judeans five major threads in this process of negotiation with
Hellenism can be identified. These were antiquity, language, education, religion,
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and identity, and, of course, they were interconnected. They can now be very
briefly sketched.

The Greeks were characteristically interested in ethnography, in the origins
of those peoples with whom they came into contact.* Such an interest was not,
of course, alien to the peoples of the ancient Near East, either, but in the collision
of Greek and Levantine cultures the question of which was the more ancient
became of interest to both sides (Hellenism is, of course, the result of a fusion of
aspects of both cultures). Egyptians, Babylonians, Phoenicians, and Jews all
produced, during the period of the Hellenistic monarchies (end of fourth century—
mid-first century Bce), works of history asserting their most ancient origins.> All
of these were written in Greek, except for those composed or edited in Judah,
which were in Hebrew. We do have fragments of Jewish histories written in
Greek, and from the first century ce the completely preserved Jewish Antiquities
of Josephus. But in Judah, a tiny part of first the Ptolemaic and then the Seleucid
kingdom before nearly a century of Hasmonean independence, this history was
in Hebrew, and, while it was translated into Greek at some stage, its original
composition in Hebrew signifies the important fact that the Judeans of Palestine
remained firmly devoted to Hebrew as their native language, despite using not
Hebrew but Aramaic and Greek for their everyday discourse. This particular
form of resistance to Hellenism is extremely important to note and to try and
explain.

Education was, according to most scholars of the subject, the major instru-
ment by which Hellenism spread and took hold. Already, thanks to various
changes begun under the Persians and continued by the Hellenistic kingdoms,
literacy had spread beyond the scribal classes, and the new Hellenistic forms of
political and social life required greater literacy. Use of the Greek language and
literacy led, among the Hellenized subjects and (in the case of independent
cities) citizens of the Levant, to familiarity with Greek literature and with it the
values that Homer, Herodotus, Thucydides, Euripides, and other works of the
Greek and Hellenistic canon imparted. Education, then, was a major factor in
the absorption of Hellenism and would necessarily be a factor in any resistance
to it.

The place of religion in Greek political life among the Greeks was different
in some important respects from the Levant, where priesthood and powerful
temple cults, even temple-states, were common and where kingship and religion
were closely intertwined. Greek religion was not, however, typically expressed
through politics, and, during the Hellenistic age, religion became more human-
istic and less theistic, though to generalize about the development of religion
in the Hellenistic kingdoms and the succeeding Greco-Roman period is unwise.
But the role of philosophy and its alliance to science marks off a clear separation
from religion in the Greek way of life and thought, in contrast to the more
public role of religion and its inseparability from science in the traditional forms
of life of the ancient Near East.

These factors so far discussed (and certainly oversimplified) all contribute to
a sense of individual and social identity, or ethnicity. The Judeans, under the
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Persians, Ptolemies and, at first, Seleucids, had been either encouraged or per-
mitted to live according to their “ancestral laws” or customs. Since the Jerusalem
Temple and its priesthood increasingly dominated the political and religious
thought and the social behavior of Judeans, what would later, under the
Seleucids, become identified as “Judaism” has an intrinsically religious character.
It is important to note this apparently obvious fact, for it is not so obvious as to
need no explanation. Indeed, the Greeks tended to regard Judaism as a philo-
sophy. The basis of Judean autonomy and identity was felt to lie in religion.

Moreover, the relative isolation and the small size of the province of Judah
encouraged what Greek—Egyptian writers such as Hecataeus and Manetho (early
third century BCE) observed as a high degree of segregation from their neighbors.
The geographic—political location of Judah also meant that little or no colon-
ization took place in the wake of Alexander’s arrival, and no Greek cities were
built in its territory or even immediately on its borders. The encounter between
Hellenism and Judea, then, exhibits a number of unique features. Scholarly
dispute continues over whether Palestine was “Hellenized” or the Jews of Judah®
and their culture remained largely impervious to most aspects of Hellenism.
The truth is that Judeans did absorb a great deal of Hellenism but also resisted
it. The pattern of relationships is a complicated one (as it was also in the
diaspora).”

An important motif in this pattern is the interlude of Judean independence.
The tensions that Hellenism induced in Judean society over the role of the priest-
hood and Temple in social, political and economic life, and the struggle for power
between the dominant priestly dynasty and other priestly and non-priestly
interests, resulted in a war both within Judean society and between certain
Judean groups and the Seleucid king Antiochus IV (the so-called “Maccabean
revolt”). The outcome of this struggle was the establishment of a native dynasty
that combined both secular and priestly functions (adopting at times the titles
of both king and high priest in one person) and also carried out, while increas-
ingly displaying the trappings of Hellenistic monarchy and features of Hellenis-
tic culture, a program of nationalistic conquest and internal unification. Under
a native dynasty, the question of the political forms of Judean (we can now also
say “Jewish”) life had to be addressed: the regulation of the Temple and cult and
adoption of a calendar and appropriate festival days. It is clear that these issues
were not, and probably never had been, matters of universal agreement. The
idea of a unified “Judaism” from, say, the early Persian period, is not tenable.
Indeed, the notion is probably anachronistic: “Judaism” as an idea, and thence
as a problem, is a Hellenistic phenomenon, encouraged also by the social and
political structures of the Roman Empire.

The Hasmoneans, therefore, having gained power over a divided society by
the judicious use of alliances between groups, found themselves confronting
both internal and external pressures. Among the measures they took were the
promotion of “Judaism” as the way of life to which their rule, over an enlarged
territory (including all of Palestine, including Idumea, Galilee and parts of
Transjordan), gave political expression. This involved adjudication between
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Pharisees and Sadducees over matters of religion, in which allegiance shifted
from ruler to ruler. It also seems that use of the language of Hebrew was
encouraged, lest, perhaps, the Greek language, trailing Greek education and
Greek literary classics in its wake, overcome the tradition of cultural autonomy
that Judeans revered. It seems hard to doubt that some system of education
that was Judean, rather than Greek, must also have been encouraged. There is
evidence that education in the Hebrew classics had already been long established:
the Jerusalem scribe ben Sira (ca. 200 Bce) had a school of his own. But it is likely
the Hasmoneans promoted a greater knowledge of Hebrew literature, mean-
ing the “classic” works of the Scribal canon, and some other popular writings.

Now we turn again to scriptures. The determination of a “canon,” an official
collection of books and a fixed text of these books (no doubt centered on a
Jerusalem library that must have existed in earlier times), can be most plausibly
traced to the Hasmonean period, in which a number of related measures were
designed to instill a national identity that was commensurate with political
independence, a Hellenistic environment, and an essentially religious culture.
At this time, then, both Judaism (Juda-ism) and its scriptures came into exist-
ence in a formal and related manner. This statement is not intended to deny
that prior to this time there existed a Judean culture or a literary tradition:
merely that these two now acquire a formal identity as “Judaism” and a fixed
set of holy books that numbers twenty-two (as Josephus counts them) or twenty-
four (as 4 Ezra reckons). The discrepancy in numbering does not alter the fact
that both sources agree that the number is fixed and put it at about the same.

Rabbis and Holy Books

The relationship between “Judaism” and “Bible” must nevertheless be taken
further than the Second Temple period. The political triumphs of Judah and
Judaism in the mid-second — mid-first centuries Bck that did so much to establish
both Judaism and its scriptures ran fairly quickly into collapse as the power of
Rome overshadowed the Hellenistic kingdoms, including the territory of Judah,
and, indeed, nearly all Jews in the ancient world fell under its regime (a few lived
under the Parthians). But the legacy of Judaism and the scriptures persisted
strongly, especially in Judea: indeed, the power of both is evident in the suicidal
attempt to revolt against Roman hegemony that lost first the Jerusalem Temple
and then possession of the territory of Judea itself. The regime that emerged
from the ruins of this destruction brought a new definition of Judaism and a
new relationship with the inherited scriptural canon. For in attempting to unite
“Judaism” as they united and enlarged the land of Judah, the Hasmoneans had
in effect also divided it, for there was already a long legacy of dissent within the
religious life of Judah, however much it clustered around the Temple cult. To
this, the civil war that had in turn brought about the measures of Antiochus IV
to suppress the practice of Judean religion in 167 Bce had added great bitterness.
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For it would not be fair to say that the so-called “Hellenizers” saw themselves
as traitors to Judaism: rather, they espoused a different agenda for Judaism
(and one that was very largely followed in many parts of the diaspora). The
measures of the Hasmoneans, in their promotion of both a certain kind of
“Judaism” and a life-style that was increasingly seen as degenerate and divisive,
created new divisions and sects, such as those described in the scrolls from
Qumran. The emergence of Christianity (whatever kind of Jew Jesus of Nazareth
may have been, a matter of perennial dispute) is merely one symptom of the
highly fissiparous nature of Palestinian Judaism in the first century ck.

The political and religious frustrations left by the Hasmoneans, and control-
led with considerable, though by no means total, success by Herod, brought an
end to most forms of Judaism and the creation of a new religious system, which
has remained to this day the basis for the religion of Judaism: that of the rabbis.

The relationship of the rabbis to the scriptures is a complex one. First, their
Judaism undoubtedly has its roots in categories that derive from the written
Mosaic law (the Pentateuch, the “Torah”). For example, the covenantal theory
of Israelite religion expressed in Deuteronomy strongly influenced the way in
which the rabbis framed their understanding of the relationship between
Israel and its god. Equally influential, and more so in practice, was the system of
holiness expressed particularly in the book of Leviticus. The category of holi-
ness was to form the basis of Rabbinic theology. Without the instruments of
sanctification that the cult and priesthood had once provided, holiness was
to be achieved through other means: deeds of obedience, prayer, observance
of holy times, and objects, regulation of diet, study of the law.

The role of the scriptures in the Rabbinic system must be carefully distinguished
from the role of Torah, especially since Torah and Scripture overlap. In my
opinion, the canon of Scripture was not created by the rabbis and not intrinsic-
ally part of their system. This was inherited: but it did fit ideally into the categor-
ies the rabbis were developing, among which holiness was the most important.
Hence, the rabbis regarded the books of Scripture in a rather material way,
prescribing them to be holy objects. Like everything else in the entire universe,
literature was divided into the categories of holiness and unholiness. There
were books that “defiled the hands” and those that did not. The defiling books
were holy and could not be handled as secular literature could. This sense
of the physical holiness of books that were now literally “sacred” has been not
only preserved in Judaism but conveyed into various forms of Christianity and
indeed into Western culture (where witnesses in a court of law may swear with
a hand on the Bible). Accordingly, the preparation of scriptural scrolls is an
important matter and has been subject to strict regulation in Judaism (the
advent of print has, of course, had a major impact on this). Even here, though,
there is a clear difference of hierarchy between scrolls of Torah and other scrip-
tural literature: the degree of holiness of Torah is in practice, if not in theory,
higher (see below).

What precisely made a book “defile the hands”? This was never seriously
debated by the rabbis. To be sure, there are records of discussions about whether
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or not certain books “defile the hands.” Esther, the Song of Songs, and Ecclesiastes
fall into this category. These scrolls may have been mentioned because of a
feeling that the content of a scriptural book is a criterion for its holiness. Esther
does not include the name of God, Ecclesiastes is somewhat skeptical in its view
of divine interest in humans, and the Song of Songs has no explicit religious
message unless allegorized and seems to condone unmarried sex. Alternatively,
the fact that these three belong to a collection of scrolls used at Jewish festivals
may form part of the explanation (or the remedy?). But these Rabbinic discus-
sions (if they were real and not constructed) do not reflect any serious debate
about the nature of a scriptural canon. Nor is the famous “council of Jamnia,” if
it occurred, likely to have made any determination about a scriptural canon.
This is not to say that the rabbis did not have either a term, or a use, for
scriptures. They called Scripture migra (which means, indeed, “Scripture”)
and especially in their midrashic writing exploited the full range of scriptural
writings in the belief that it constitutes a single and coherent piece of divine
discourse that in principle explains itself. Yet “Scripture” itself does not consti-
tute a “pillar” of Rabbinic Judaism in the way that the Bible does for Christian-
ity or the Qur’an for Islam. Judaism is not a religion of the scriptures, but a
religion of Torah — not quite the same thing.

The Rabbinic system did operate with a concept of written law. The five books
of Moses clearly function in a way that the scriptures as a whole do not. These
books (strictly, scrolls) are read in an annual cycle, and the scrolls of Torah are
housed in the synagogue in the place that symbolically represents the site of the
ark in the First Temple (the ark was, of course, where the original tablets of the
law were said to have been placed). Excerpts of prophetic books (called haftarot;
sing.: haftarah) are assigned to each section (seder) of the reading from the law.
As referred to earlier, five scrolls (Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes,
Esther) are read on festival days. But certain parts of Scripture are not read
at all.

We shall see presently that the Rabbinic midrashim nevertheless exploit the
whole range of scriptural books, being quite prepared to make use of a canon
that had been inherited and indeed to regard it as a single voice. For reasons
that lie beyond the scope of this essay, the rabbis found it proper to locate the
expression of the divine will in written texts; for them, charismatic authority, a
“voice from heaven” (called a bat qol, lit. “daughter of a voice”), which in effect
legitimated individual authority, was wrong. God had spoken, Moses (and
others) had written, and it was necessary only to study and understand. The
“only” is perhaps misleading: it was a duty and a privilege to study. But it was
Torah that was preeminently studied. And since Torah is the essence of Rabbinic
Judaism, all Scripture became Torah. This statement is true not only in the
sense that the scriptures can sometimes be loosely referred to as “torah,” but in
that the meaning of the entire scriptures is Torah. The prophets and other books
are commentaries on or explanations or elucidations of Torah. Just as the
scriptural books were all subject to the category “holiness,” so their content was
taken to be, essentially, Torah.
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The Origin of the Jewish Scriptures

For over a hundred years the agenda of historical-critical biblical scholarship
has been directed at discovering the processes by which its literature came into
being. The main motivation for this quest has been the importance of history
for our modern understanding of the social world. In secular terms this means
that phenomena were thought to be best understood in the light of their origins;
while in the arena of theology the rediscovery of archaeological remains in Pales-
tine prompted a return to viewing much of the Bible as history and, according
to the influential “Biblical Theology” movement, to reducing the essence of the
Old Testament (for this movement was a Christian enterprise) to a witness of
historical acts. The idea of the Old Testament as primarily a historical record is
one of a series of ways in which, throughout history, Christianity has tried to
comprehend the relevance of this first part of its canon to the New Testament.

Historical-critical methods quickly challenged the Bible’s own view of the
history of Israel, as source-criticism of the Pentateuch led to Julias Wellhausen's
famous inversion of the historical/canonical order in which the Mosaic law
came first, so that now prophecy preceded law, and natural religion “ritualism.”
Christianity could then view the Jewish law as a falling away from the essential
revelation of God to the chosen people and instate Christ as the true represent-
ative of Old Testament prophetic religion.

In the last few decades, a reaction again this historical emphasis has set in on
two fronts: on the level of literary criticism, synchronic methods have risen to
challenge diachronic ones, while on the theological level, approaches to the
Old Testament that stress its canonical function have emerged. According to
the latter, the canon of the Bible is more than the sum total of its parts, and
the history of the formation of that canon, as a whole and in its parts, answers to
a theological witness: the “believing community” or “community of faith” that
stands for ancient Israel has continually shaped the contents of its canon in a
way that reflects its ongoing experiences and produced a canon that has the
authority of that witness.

The two tendencies just described pull in different directions. For the histor-
ical critic, the canon of the Old Testament/Hebrew scriptures is the outcome of
a concluding part of a historical process, an act that put an authoritative seal
on a collection of literatures that had accumulated over centuries. It would,
according to this view, be anachronistic to speak of “canon” or “bible” before
the time in which such a collection became functional as such. For the “canon-
ical” approach, on the other hand, canon is a process and inseparable from the
history of the literature. (In Platonic terms, canon is the form underlying the
matter and superior to it.) The history of the literature itself is shaped by a
“canonical intention” according to the hermeneutics of Brevard Childs.

Between these two approaches lies a crucial difference, as it seems to me,
over a definition of “Scripture.” In the classical languages (including Hebrew),
the terms (scriptura, graphe, miqra) mean “writing, literature,” although in both

85UD17 SUOWILLIOD 9A TR, 9|dedljdde ay) Ag peusenob afe sopile O ‘osn Jo SNl 10 AzeiqiauluO AS]IM UO (SUOIPUOD-PUE-SWLIS)L0D S| IM"Afelq 1 Ul UO//SANY) SUONIPUOD PUe SLWLS 1 8L 885 *[£202/90/0€] U0 Arelq178UlIUO AS|IM * SS90% LeulH - Ifi4 - NIIA NH.L Ad /1opwoo As | Aselq 1 jpuljuoy/sdiy Wwouy pepeojumoq



44 PHILIP R. DAVIES

Judaism and Christianity they have acquired the restricted sense of canonized
writings, the sense in which we nowadays use the word in English. From the
perspective of the historical critic, the contents of the Hebrew Bible are the
literature of ancient Israel, accumulated for whatever purposes. They can
therefore be addressed in a secular way as documentary evidence of the society
of ancient Israel. On this view, it would be incorrect to say that the Hebrew
Bible was “written by Jews”: rather, one would say it was written by Israelites
or Judeans.

For the canon(ical) critics, the literature of ancient Israel never can be
secularized in this way as mere historical sources; rather they are faith-
documents, a canon on the way to completion. While Childs, in particular, tries
to retain some connection between these writings and the history of Israel,
most of those scholars who follow his approach disregard historical questions —
and rightly so, on their terms, for on this view the secular history of ancient
Israel is of little relevance to the theological importance of the canon. Only the
canonized history matters. As to whether the canon was developed by Israel,
Judah or “the Jews,” the question is not of great importance to this approach,
since what is perceived here is a continuity of theological development (and one
that Christian critics see continuing into the Church). The theological value of
this approach is to underline a continuity between the community behind the
Old Testament (acknowledged as Jewish) and Christian communities. It is not
only confessional, but Christian, and implicitly disowns the rather different
appropriation of the Scripture in Judaism, in which the continuity of the people
of “Israel” is central.

We shall see presently that in the Judaism of the Second Temple both
perspectives just discussed are reflected: for some writers the scriptures are an
ahistorical (or transhistorical) revelation about the nature of God and human-
ity, whether or not encoded and in need of decipherment, while for others the
scriptures are essentially a history of divine dealings with Israel and of various
responses to this divine treatment. The rabbis, quite characteristically, inherited
and used both perspectives, though the ahistorical tendency is undoubtedly the
more prominent as they sought always to make the scriptures speak to the
contemporary Israel and pursued a program of transforming the relics of change-
able history into ahistorical (and so permanent) values and categories.

The view that has been argued in the first part of this essay is that from a
purely historical point of view, there is an element of truth (and of error) in both
perspectives. The production of the writings in the Jewish scriptural canon is
due, as is increasingly acknowledged, largely to a small class of Judeans writing
in the Persian (and in some cases, the Hellenistic) period. That these scribes
(for these alone had the literacy, authority, motivation, and access to relevant
materials) used earlier sources is very probable in some cases but questionable
in others. The motivation has much to do with the historical situation: it simply
cannot be said that these persons set about compiling a set of scriptures, or a
Bible. A religious canon was not the original intention; merely the eventual
outcome.
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The historical reasons for the creation of a literary corpus that was to
become a canon are, in my opinion, as follows. The reconstitution of a province
of Judah (Yehud) by the Persians involved the cooperation of the indigenous
population (farmers, aristocrats, priests), those moved or moving back from
Mesopotamia to settle (farmers, priests, merchants, scribes), and elements of
neighboring populations that had settled in the territory during the sixth century.
From this small, diverse and not entirely compatible population a society was
to be created, basically around a temple and a monotheistic cult. In the absence
of a monarch, the scribal class served not only the function of administering
and tax-collecting on behalf of the Persians but also of creating the kind of pro-
paganda text that under a monarchy would be required. But these texts were
not royal inscriptions, victory pillars, law codes, monumental inscriptions, or
the like. The scribes aimed to (re)create a shared history in a monarchic world,
a world that had been full of promise but also ended in divine displeasure. These
writings united the present through the past and argued for the status quo,
while hinting at a better future. The importance of a constitution expressed
through laws and of the indispensability of a temple cult emerges clearly — but
not necessarily at a stroke. The process (which can in some way be compared to
the “canonical process” of Childs) continued until it culminated in “Judaism.”
These texts were not composed for the purpose of dissemination among the
population, though the contents did over time achieve this: rather they were an
intellectual, cultural exercise among the literate and their patrons. Scribes, as
a class, sought to understand and classify all knowledge, and the classification
of the inhabitants of Judah, and the past, were proper objects of scribal research,
speculation and writing.

The essential point, then, is that many of these scriptural writings were
composed as part of an exercise in self-definition, in a conscious attempt to
invent an “Israel” that had an ancient history, a constitution, a land, and a
wisdom ethic. It is therefore legitimate to see in the Pentateuch not only various
accounts of the ideal society (compare Numbers, Leviticus, and Deuteronomy
for quite different visions), but an “official” history that draws these together,
attaches them to the name of a great lawgiver, and embeds them in a history
that takes the society/people of Israel from the creation of the world to its life
under the great world empires of first Assyria, then Babylonia, then Persia,
and finally Greece.

That the history told in the books of Moses is largely unreal, as modern
scholarship has discovered, is irrelevant to its purpose, which is to define an
Israel that can be perceived as a reality by its rulers and then, no doubt, exported
to the remainder of the population, at least in outline, through the organs of oral
exchange (market, city square, public assembly, etc.). In the same way, that the
books of the prophets contain much that no prophet ever uttered (and also, in
a few cases, that is attributed to prophets that never existed) is equally irrelevant
—indeed, it does not matter whether there ever was a discrete institution such as
“prophecy” in Israel or Judah, rather than a variety of forms of intermediation.
That David and Solomon did not do (much less write) what was attributed to
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them does not matter either, for the attachment of these stories, psalms, and
proverbs to legendary figures of the past is, for ancient societies, perfectly
natural.

The origin of the Jewish scriptures, then, cannot be explained in terms of a
history that the scriptures themselves have produced, for that history is not a
real history at all, and to try and interpret it as such means to miss the very
essence of what these writings are trying to do: create an Israel through writing
about the past (Genesis to Kings) or the present (the wisdom literature), or the
future (some of the prophetic writings).

How these writings came together, as individual scrolls or as multi-scroll
works, it will never be possible to show exactly. It is clear that by the late
Second Temple period, Torah was recognized as a discrete (Mosaic) canon, to
which other collections were added. These were collectively known as “Pro-
phets,” though the title “Psalms” was used for a collection of supposedly Davidic
compositions. The latest stage in the formation of the Jewish scriptural canon
saw “Prophets” formalized as a collection of three large and twelve small scrolls,
and the term “Writings” used of all the remainder. The ultimately tripartite
nature of the scriptural canon is probably of little if any significance. Of more
importance is the process by which the contents of the classic works of
Hebrew literature (for this is what a “canon” is) came to be adopted as an
agenda for living as a Judean/Jew. Why, in other words, did Judaism assume
the guise of a religion and therefore its writings the role of a religious canon?
This process, the historical context of which has been sketched above, can now
be looked at.

Scriptures in Pre-Rabbinic Judaism

The nature of canon formation is that writings become classic by being quoted,
alluded to, imitated, because of their exemplary value or excellence or subject
matter. It is therefore not surprising that one can find, already within canon-
ized writings, cases of reference in later works to earlier ones.®* To call this
phenomenon “inner-biblical exegesis,” as Fishbane does,’ is rather misleading,
since “biblical” is anachronistic and “exegesis” suggests the establishment of a
formal canon and a subsequent relationship between that canon and comment-
ary upon it. It may be more helpful to consider instead a process by which
familiarity with a certain body of literature formed part of the education of the
professionally literate class of scribes, much as Homer functioned among the
Greeks. The analogy with Homer is fairly apt, since in the Hellenistic era Homer
was indeed subjected to formal commentary, having become canonized in a
formal sense.

Thus, we can see that by the third century Bce the scholars of Jerusalem
would be studying the Hebrew classics (among others?). Jeshua ben Sira of
Jerusalem wrote (in Hebrew) as follows:
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... he who devotes himself

to the study of the law of the Most High

will seek out the wisdom of all the ancients

and will be concerned with prophecies;

he will preserve the discourse of notable men

and penetrate the subtleties of parables;

he will seek out the hidden meanings of proverbs

and be at home with the obscurities of parables . . .

If the great Lord is willing

he will be filled with the spirit of understanding

he will pour forth words of wisdom

and give thanks to the Lord in prayer.

He will direct his counsel and knowledge aright,

and meditate on his secrets.

He will reveal instruction in his teaching

and will glory in the law of the Lord’s covenant
(39.1-3, 6-8)

One can see also from Ps. 1 that “meditating on the law” was recommended as
a way to piety and blessedness, while Hos. 14:10 shows that at some stage (we
cannot tell when this gloss was added) the prophetic scrolls were also seen as
reading for the wise. Only a little later than ben Sira, the writer of Dan. 9:2 has
the hero looking through the scrolls and finding a statement in Jeremiah.

What is quite interesting in these examples is the notion that somehow the
contents of the scriptures require elucidation and thus study and not merely
reading. Ben Sira refers to “hidden meanings” and “obscurities”; Daniel has to
learn that Jeremiah’s seventy years means seventy years times seven; and quite
possibly Hosea has to be read allegorically too.

The idea that ancient writings contain important information is common to
the ancient Near East and the Greek philosophers. But already in the instances
just quoted we can detect that Judeans were reading for philosophical-religious
ends, to instill piety. This connection between reading, study and piety is central
to Rabbinic Judaism and, of course, has persisted in an attenuated form in the
function of Bible reading among Christians ever since.

But a contrary hermeneutic is simultaneously at work, for ben Sira also
shows a quite literal appreciation of the scriptures as offering a historical record
of the past. In chapters 44—50, he provides a eulogy of famous people, drawn
from the contents of Genesis—Kings and Nehemiah (not Ezra). He may well not
have the contents of these scrolls exactly as we now know them, but he is
aware of the story that they cumulatively tell. This understanding of the scrip-
tures as historical records is represented, as we shall see, even more strongly
by Flavius Josephus in the first century ce. That ben Sira treats the “ancient
writings” of the Judeans in such different ways warns us against being too
simplistic in modeling Jewish attitudes toward what they came to regard as
their “scriptures.” In fact, there seems to have been a fairly wide range of pos-
sibilities for understanding and using these writings during the last centuries of
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the Second Temple period. Since they offer us the most extensive material, let us
take the Dead Sea Scrolls, Josephus, and Philo for examples within that range.

Scriptures in the Dead Sea Scrolls

Just how typical the Scrolls are of the understanding and use of scriptures in
late Second Temple Judaism is impossible to say and much disputed. But the
degree to which the groups represented in these documents were steeped in the
scriptural language and literature is extremely high and reflected in several
genres, from copies of scriptural scrolls (about 25 percent of the total) through
phylacteries, legal interpretations, paraphrases, and expansions to commentaries,
and even to pseudepigrapha assigned to scriptural figures. Scriptural language
is also reflected in many of the wisdom and liturgical compositions. It is tempt-
ing (and not at all implausible) to suggest that the authors of these scrolls are
direct successors of those who wrote the scriptural literature, who themselves
built on the works they knew and read, both making allusions to earlier works
and editing and rewriting them (e.g., the relationship of the books of Chronicles
to Kings). The authors of the Scrolls show a great familiarity with the language
and content of the scriptural books, which they sometimes comment on
exegetically, but sometimes also treat quite freely.

On the theory offered earlier, the Scrolls come from a period in which there
was already a Hasmonean canon of “official” Judean/Jewish writings, though it
cannot be concluded that the writers of these scrolls, who were not sympathetic
to the ruling priestly establishment, necessarily adhered to the definition of that
canon exactly. For instance, they almost certainly regarded works attributed to
Enoch, and the book of Jubilees, as “scriptural.” But whether, indeed, they had
strictly defined limits to their canon we cannot tell. Such limits, as has been
argued, had never been contemplated before the Hasmonean era.

The manner in which the writers of the Scrolls read the scriptures corresponds
fairly well to those categories we shall encounter in the Rabbinic literature:
halakhic, haggadic, and paraphrase (i.e., Mishnah, Midrash, Targum). Brief
examples of each category can be given here. As examples of halakhic treat-
ment there are several texts in which biblical laws are interpreted — and in such
a way that shows they were practiced — differently from the interpretation of
other Jews. The Damascus Document 5:7—11 is an instance:

And people take as a wife the daughter of their brother and the daughter of their
sister. Yet Moses said, “Do not have intercourse with your mother’s sister, for she
is a blood-relation of your mother” [Lev. 18:13]. The law of incest is written in the
masculine gender, but applies to females also, and so [ prohibits] the daughter of a
brother who has intercourse with the brother of her father, for he is a blood relation.

Here is a vigorous demonstration that the scriptural law, not always being
unambiguous, required not only exegesis, but exegesis based on a principle
(masculine gender can mean common gender). A little earlier (4:20-5:1) a
strict rule of “one wife per lifetime” (and hence a ban on remarriage) is imposed,
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on the grounds not only that God created one male and one female, according to
Gen. 1:27 (an argument that is also attributed to Jesus, Matt. 19:3-19), but also
that Noah only took pairs of animals (and humans) into the ark (Gen. 6-9).

The Damascus Document speaks of the community it represents as being in
possession of the true law, as revealed to its founder by God. It contrasts the
“public” and the “hidden” law, the former being the scriptural Torah, the latter
its own law. However, no new rulings (apart from disciplinary measures
that may not have been regarded as divine law) are presented as examples of
“hidden” law. We find this “hidden” law rather in interpretations of scriptures
such as the one just quoted, and, perhaps, also in the observance of a calendar
different from that followed by the Temple (which subsequently remained nor-
mative). But the idea of a twofold revelation of law is important as a precursor
of the Rabbinic theory of written and oral Torah.

Mention must also be made of the Temple Scroll (11QT), an arrangement
of scriptural laws, with other laws added, whose purpose is not entirely clear, but
which may have been an attempt to create a statement of law as understood by
the authors that was in principle scriptural, and in practice their very own. One
of the significant features of this collection is that scriptural passages referring
to God in the third person are converted into first-person statements, making the
divine authorship of the law quite unambiguous. But by this means, the Temple
Scroll almost certainly also offers itself as a divinely-inspired document. That
itself is an indication of an important, if gradual, development in both Judaism
and Christianity toward the view that the scriptures were of divine authorship
(see below).!?

As an example of Midrash (by which for this purpose I mean non-halakhic
interpretation, though “Midrash” can mean any 