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  TO JAMES,



    a friend whose war ethic captures



    the spirit of Amos.
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      BLOODY, BRUTAL, AND BARBARIC? Quite the question for any book. Admittedly so. Yet the title fits because this book wrestles with the ethics of holy war in Scripture. To be clear, our answer is unabashedly “yes.” Yes, the biblical war texts are bloody, brutal, and barbaric. There are good reasons why these war texts are so deeply troubling. But that daunting reality is not the whole story. There is a powerfully intriguing side that is often missed. This book presents a search for better answers to the troubling war texts—answers that legitimately reduce their ethical challenge by noting what is often (wrongly) understood and by highlighting redemptive aspects of these difficult texts. Welcome to a fascinating journey.


      It has taken fourteen years to write this book. Its reputation as long overdue has become a standing joke. I (Bill) have often laughed with various InterVarsity Press staff (particularly with Andy Le Peau) at my exceedingly prolonged efforts. In my defense, however, those years were hardly wasted. Along the way several key events shaped my thinking on the war texts. First, during these war-text years our older son, Jon, slowly slid downhill with a degenerative brain disease; from being a healthy, normal young man he gradually became a quadriplegic with the cognitive ability of a preschooler. He passed away on Saturday, June 8, 2013. That parental, crushed-love journey broke me over and over and over again. It was so intensely painful (still is at times) that I cannot describe it. But a surprising thing happened during these years. The pain—almost debilitating at times—allowed me to see the extent of my own brokenness and the brokenness of the world around me. Even more important, it allowed me to see with new eyes the connection between our brokenness and the intense grief and greater pain felt by God himself, and I wrote one small piece of theological reflection that helped me wrestle with the agonizingly slow, month-by-month, grindingly gradual loss of Jon. It is a sermon titled “Tears in Heaven: Four Portraits of the Suffering/Crying God.”1


      That tiny sermon opened large windows through which I could look and then think about God differently within the war texts. On the one hand, understanding Yahweh as a tearful, crying God affected this book when I began to see passages of Scripture that describe Yahweh weeping about war destruction. Yahweh cries for his own people when he brings war against them, and he cries a river of tears even over the war destruction that he brings against his and Israel’s enemies (this concern for enemies is nothing short of amazing—quite unlike the behavior of ANE gods). On the other hand, this discovery prompted me to search for a whole range of what one might call subversive war texts—ones that, like the crying texts, in some manner subvert or undermine the standard war texts. (Important note: I am using the terms subvert and undermine in a positive sense because these alternative-to-the-norm war portraits help us realign our thinking with a fuller and more complete understanding of all the war material in the Bible.) Biblical texts such as the ones describing David’s bloody hands and numerous others (see chapter fourteen and appendix H) caused me to rethink my understanding of the better-known portraits of Yahweh as a warrior God. This collection of subversive/antithetical (in a good sense) war texts was crucial for relating Yahweh of the Old Testament to Jesus of the Gospels, resulting in a Yahweh-and-Jesus portrait that makes sense.


      Second, I stepped away from writing the war book for a few years and worked on other projects that unexpectedly helped me better understand the war material. I had started having nightmares—waking in a cold sweat—from researching the larger ANE war context and especially the gruesome war atrocities that were part of the ancient world. So I transferred my efforts for a while into writing Corporal Punishment in the Bible: A Redemptive-Movement Hermeneutic for Troubling Texts.2 The break was healthy. To my surprise, however, the corporal-punishment book gave me a new set of tools for understanding the biblical war texts. As with a previous book on hermeneutics, it strengthened my conviction that much of Scripture is written using an incremental ethic, or, better, an incrementally redemptive ethic.3 This of course will be a major contribution of the war book. The greatest “Oh my goodness!” moment came when, in writing the chapter on ancient-world war atrocities, I realized how the corporal-punishment book had prepared me for seeing a profoundly redemptive element that I might otherwise have missed (I have sensed in this provision the quiet hand of God). The lights came on in my mind: There is an entire parallel or mirror image in the ANE world between court-based punishments and war-based punishments. This insight verified that, despite all their ugliness, something strangely redemptive was happening in the biblical war texts, and this redemptive evidence is not simply the creation of wishful Christian thinking. I hope you sense that aha moment (chapter thirteen) and find it compelling and encouraging—like discovering a cluster of beautiful, fragrant flowers growing from a dung pile in the desert.


      Third, Gord Oeste joined me about halfway through the fourteen-year journey of writing this book, and I thank God for Gord and for our seven years of working together. On three occasions we taught a course on holy war ethics at Tyndale Seminary, which provided a great laboratory for testing ideas.4 Gord eats and breathes the biblical and ANE war texts. He published his dissertation on Judges in a renowned series and has taught Joshua and Judges for many years.5 He works relentlessly at seeing the war texts first through the lens of an ancient Israelite and ANE world and then adding other helpful lenses. What makes me especially humbled and honored to work with Gord is that I know something of what it cost him to write this book with me. In short, it cost him his job. When faced with the alternative, he made the painful but deliberate decision to keep writing. That choice speaks volumes about the rigors and perils of rethinking traditional views. Some choices are difficult but worth making.


      The chapters that lie ahead have been transformative for us. They have enabled us to think differently about Yahweh and Jesus in ways that have renewed and deepened our faith. The journey has led us to new and sacred places in our thinking—beautiful landscapes with open horizons and fresh air that restore feeling after spiritual numbness and rejuvenate the troubled soul. We hope that readers who share our struggle with the war texts of Scripture—the utter ugliness of genocide and war rape—will find a new sense of joy in thinking more deeply and accurately about Yahweh as holy warrior and Jesus as apocalyptic warrior.
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ANY BOOK THAT TAKES FOURTEEN YEARS to write and one more (fifteenth) year of editorial input requires the generous support of many people. Our wives, Carolyn (Gord) and Marilyn (Bill), deserve an Oscar, Tony, Emmy, and Olympic gold medals for their unending love and support; they have graciously endured late nights, preoccupied thoughts, and even occupational journeys that have come as a part of writing this work.

Our thanks go to Dorian Coover-Cox (and her husband, Chuck), whose editorial input has touched every page of this manuscript. Her Old Testament expertise and years of professional editing at Dallas Theological Seminary have added wonderful clarity and insight to the final product. At the Society of Biblical Literature meeting in Denver we pulled off an epic surprise to thank Dorian for her incredible labor of love, not only in this manuscript but also in other miserably written items of mine (Bill) that she has taken to new levels.

An unusual type of thanks must go to InterVarsity Press, since this manuscript was notoriously late in fulfilling even the most elastic of contractual definitions. As noted earlier in the preface, Andy Le Peau and Gary Deddo used to joke with me (Bill) about getting IVP’s “________Award [the blank represents the name of a well-known author whose identity I will leave unstated].” (Aside: This award was not exactly a compliment, as I found out, since apparently—whether fact or fiction I do not know—this particular author had the longest outstanding contract in the history of IVP.) It was a wonderful honor to have this work edited by Dan Reid as his intentional (according to him) “last manuscript read.” His comments and input were most encouraging. Then, after Dan retired in December 2017, Jon Boyd read the manuscript along with an anonymous reader outside IVP, whom we dubbed “Dr. Anon.” Our special thanks to Jon Boyd for shepherding the manuscript along through its final stages. From these three sources (and Dorian’s input) we had a wealth of ideas that made our time of integrating editorial insights a tremendous developmental (stretching?) experience for both of us. At the polish stage we thank Claire Brubaker and Rebecca Carhart for taking this book across the finish line. We owe the entire IVP team a great debt of thanks for their protracted patience and, when it did finally appear, for bringing a much-improved book to press.

Our final word of thanks goes to a community of friends and academic colleagues who have supported us. Numerous friends have read early versions of these pages with great benefit to our own thinking. If we start mentioning names, we are going to miss some. We do wish to acknowledge the generous support of Tyndale Seminary (Toronto, Canada)—a wonderful community of learners—for offering our holy war course during several summers. The collaborative involvement of students, faculty, and administrators/board leadership contributed in various ways to bringing this book across the finish line.

Our many thanks!
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A POST-9/11 WORLD THINKS DIFFERENTLY about war texts in the Bible. The decades ahead will chronicle the profound impact on Christian theological reflection resulting from the events of September 11, 2001, and a stream of religiously inspired violence—today’s version of holy war. One can no longer ignore the intersection of religion and violence and, more specifically, the biblical war texts that seemingly approve of genocidal killings and war rape—forcibly taking attractive female captives for wives. This monumental shift, while posing a dilemma for people of faith, ironically offers Christians an opportunity and a new horizon from which to reflect on war texts and our understanding of them: Have we missed something in our traditional readings of Scripture? Is there any evidence that should cause us to rethink the Bible’s war texts?

Here is how this book began. I (Bill here) started writing the early stages of this book when a small group of biblical scholars in the Toronto area gathered to study the biblical war texts.1 We dubbed our group “the genocide fraternity”—a label that conveyed something of a twisted attempt at humor among academics (we do not get out much). More importantly, the label expressed the exact opposite of what we felt about the subject matter. We were all deeply disturbed by genocide and contemporary occurrences of holy war around us and, as a result, experienced growing dissonance between our faith in God and the war traditions of the biblical text. We were all looking for answers.

An exceptionally bright young man named James joined our group. James was in his mid-twenties, a nonacademic and unabashedly vocal in his raging disdain for the holy war texts of Scripture. While James grew up in an evangelical home and had once embraced the Christian faith, in his early twenties he dropped his church connections and struggled with his belief in the God of the Bible. Several factors led to this disconnection. But one of the core issues was that James could no longer stomach the portrait of Yahweh as a “genocidal baby killer.” I crossed paths with James just before starting our study and asked him to join our group. I thought he could keep us academics honest.

Over the summer of 2004 we met four times. We were all reading the recently released Show Them No Mercy: Four Views on God and Canaanite Genocide, along with a foot-high stack of more academic material on ANE warfare.2 At one point of intense frustration with the genocidal passages in the Bible, James blurted out, “These texts are bloody, brutal, and barbaric!” I still hear his impassioned voice. To fully capture how his words—bloody, brutal, and barbaric—sounded, try adding James’s British accent, his eyes wide open, and both hands (fingers spread) shaking back and forth around his head. The visual version said, “Aah!?! Why can’t people see this?” That was and is James—a delightful and most welcome addition to a comparatively sedate group of scholar types. As you surely have guessed by now, I must thank James for providing the title of this book. If you check the front pages, this volume is dedicated “To James, a friend whose war ethic captures the spirit of Amos.”3

As I began writing the early pages of this book the words “bloody, brutal, and barbaric” haunted me. At first I did not want to admit this assessment of the war traditions of Scripture. I was raised in a church tradition that said these war stories were right and just, without ethical blemish. But the longer I worked with the biblical war texts, the more I came to realize that what James said was true in the sense that it accurately describes one part of the story.4


AN OVERVIEW: WHERE WE ARE HEADED

Open disclosure of where we are headed may be less intriguing than a suspenseful, inductive approach (one that lets the mystery unfold bit by bit). Yet, we have observed when teaching this material that the breadth of the war texts (Genesis to Revelation) and the complexity of the ethical, hermeneutical, and theological issues call for as much clarity up front as possible. This war book contains not just one thesis but six theses, woven together to form the argument as a whole. Here are the key ideas that we present in the pages ahead.

Thesis one: Square pegs, round holes. Our “square pegs, round holes” description is a way of saying that, unfortunately, many Christians are trying to plug traditional answers (divine commands [“God said it”], God’s holiness, Canaanite evil, etc.) like square pegs into the round holes of contemporary questions about the ethical issues of genocide and war rape. This does not work for several reasons. First, the pairing of traditional answers with genocide and war rape fails the test of logical, hermeneutical, and ethical reasoning (chapter two). Furthermore, a museum-like walk through the gruesome world of ancient war atrocities (chapter thirteen) should convince any reader that the type of genocide and war rape in the biblical text, when understood correctly, would not have been on the ethical radar of the original audience (not even close).5 In addition, the degree of divine accommodation in a collection of subversive war texts (chapter fourteen)—a perspective often missed by readers—places Yahweh in a dramatically different light as the highly reluctant warrior God. They tell us about a large gap between what happened in Israel’s own backyard and what God would have preferred. Meanwhile, the genocide and war rape that one encounters in Scripture do not square well with the best possible war practices in a fallen world.6 Genocide and war rape in the biblical texts connect far better with Yahweh’s accommodating attempts to move his faith-fumbling, idolatry-loving people along in the mired-down, fallen world around them. Sometimes God enters our world in hip waders (mediated actions), sloshing through the sewer water in order to bring about instances of incremental redemption. But these redemptive acts—small and large—in the ugly world of war are a beautiful thing, for they shout loudly about hope for complete redemption one day.

That said, we should not abandon the traditional answers. No. They are still excellent answers. They simply must be connected with the right question(s), namely, the biblical story-line questions that were on the mind of the original readers. We will unpack what the original readers’ broader, big-picture war questions most likely were (hint: they relate to the land and a new Eden) and how they differ from our contemporary, more narrowly focused investigation into the ethics of specific war actions, namely, genocide and war rape (chapter three). This realignment within our square-pegs-in-round-holes thesis provides a venue for discovering exactly where the traditional answers do work and, indeed, fit extremely well. It pulls together an amazing canonical story from Genesis to Revelation in terms of God’s active presence, sacred space, and the anticipation of a restored Eden. The story line, then, and its ethical questions (not ours) are where the traditional answers make sense.

Thesis two: Total-kill rhetoric as hyperbole. A second major thesis might in short form be called the hyperbole thesis. In five chapters (eight through twelve) and three appendixes (A through C) we develop evidence that the language related to total-kill or genocide statements in the biblical war texts is best understood as hyperbolic. That does not mean such events never occurred. They happened, but with significantly reduced killing and without requiring the death of the entire enemy population, as seemingly instructed (and reported). If total kill did not happen, then how many people were actually killed? Here we begin to talk in terms of probabilities. The most probable (and strategic) enemy killed in biblical holy war would have been the king or his general and in all likelihood the males (in some cases also the females) of the royal family. Next in terms of probability would be the slaughter of the army—but generally this would include those who continued to resist. The killing of large numbers of the nonmilitary, general population was least likely.

Much biblical war language is hyperbolic, never intended to be taken literally. When the text of Joshua 11:4 describes the invading enemy troops, horses, and chariots being “as numerous as the sand on the seashore,” it is not intending to report a literal result of counting—that the enemy forces included more soldiers than the number of every person birthed in human history. Rather, the text is vividly saying something that would have been readily understood by its audience: “Their forces were significantly larger [and weapons stronger] than ours.” The figurative, sand-on-the-seashore way of describing the situation also spoke on an emotive level: “The opposing army was huge compared to ours, and we were scared out of our skins! ”

Most war hyperbole was used to communicate to the ancient readers an emotive force within the battle record (afterwards) or as part of the earlier instructions (beforehand). In the ancient world, overstating war reality in terms of total destruction was usually meant to convey that (1) the battle was decisively won, (2) the enemy as a people group no longer existed as a threat because the king and his family had fallen (collective identity in the ancient culture meant that killing the king, some of his family, and resisting armed forces was equivalent to or represented the total destruction of that city or people group), and (3) resistant armed forces had surrendered or fled. In the case of biblical rhetoric, Scripture co-opts this exaggerated war language of the ANE world for its own purposes of accentuating an eschatological hope of someday eliminating idolatry from the land entirely and enjoying the worship of Yahweh exclusively. The underlying objective in biblical holy war is not the killing of people or the killing of all the enemy; rather, it is about the hoped-for creation of idolatry-free sacred space in the formation of a new Eden.

Thesis three: Accommodation. A third thesis, to which we have already alluded, is the accommodation of Yahweh in holy war to the ethical war practices of Israel. Yahweh stoops down when he plays in the sandbox of this fallen world; there is often a Grand Canyon–like gap between what God truly wants and what he actually enacts in war with his people. Many times throughout Scripture we see God giving commands or instructions to his people, and though the instructions come from an untainted, pristine, holy God, they reflect justice or love at a concrete-specific level in a limited way and not its best ethical expression. In order to appreciate this accommodation thesis, we will turn to a collection of subversive war texts: portraits of Yahweh as a weeping war God, the unwillingness of Yahweh to have his name/reputation tarnished by David’s bloody warrior hands (the “I am not David!” portrait of Yahweh screams as a counter pattern to the norms of temple building in the ANE world), finding a dwelling place for his name under the label of shalom instead, including only flowers, pomegranates, and animals in the temple carvings (no war scenes, which were common to ANE temples), hamstringing captive horses and burning chariots, not really wanting a king in the first place—an action explicitly tied to war issues—and so forth.

Antiwar and subversive war texts provide crucial evidence that Yahweh’s involvement in Israel’s warfare required that he leave his lofty, untainted world and at times stoop low, very low, when working with his people. Could killing babies (traditional position) or even the rhetoric of total kill (our view) within biblical holy war contain real ethical deficiencies? Do Yahweh’s instructions to Israelite male warriors about taking good-looking virgins similarly contain real ethical deficiencies? We will argue yes in both cases, namely, that these very real ethical deficiencies reflect God’s accommodation to Israel and its ancient-world context. Much of what occurs in the biblical text represents Israel’s war practices, seduced by the war ideology of other nations, and not truly Yahweh’s preferred war (or peace) practices. Simply put: Yahweh accommodates himself to another/Israel’s level of ethic. The breadth of accommodation evidence (chapter fourteen) in the war domain makes this case more than just plausible.

Thesis four: Incremental, redemptive-movement ethic. A fourth thesis in this book—an incrementally redemptive ethic—is the happier flip side of the previous one. Accommodation looks at the sad reality of a huge gap between what Israel does in war and what God truly wants. Its happier side is twofold, namely, that (1) God cares about his people Israel and about bringing redemption to all humanity to the extent that he is willing to humble himself and stoop low in our fallen world, and (2) God gently tugs his people toward something better, even if that redemptive better is measured in incremental terms. An incremental redemptive-movement ethic means that God often brings his people along in at least incremental steps relative to the world around them (foreign movement) or relative to earlier stages in the redemptive story line (canonical movement).

We will explore and celebrate God’s quietly redemptive hand even in the ugliness of biblical holy war. Believe it or not, there exists a redemptive side to the highly disturbing war rape passages in the Bible (chapter six) when they are read in light of the war practices of an ancient world. Also, if the total-kill language of Scripture amounts to rhetorical overstatement, as we will argue (chapters eight through twelve and appendixes A, B, and C), then biblical war practices are hugely redemptive—at least in an incremental sense—relative to the horrific war atrocities of the day (chapter thirteen). Finally, Jesus’ version of apocalyptic holy war sets a new canonical standard as the final battle forges a pathway into a new-creation world, where all stand at the judgment. The traditionalist holy war view in its literal understanding of Revelation (woefully problematic) contradicts the peaceful Jesus of the Gospels, his teachings, and his mode of discipleship. As followers of Jesus, those more disposed toward violence—Simon the Zealot, Peter, and Paul—were taught to lay down their swords and put away their violent inclinations. We will develop seven differences between Israel’s practice of holy war in the Old Testament and Jesus’ final holy war battle, where each difference demonstrates ethical development. The final battle ought to be understood as something real and powerful, not in a literal sense but as Jesus’ spoken word. That is all. One spoken word. No more is needed or intended. The final battle is fought by Christ alone (see chapter sixteen) and is the purest of all battles, for it is won (contra traditional holy war positions) through the earlier death of Christ and through one final spoken word.

Thesis five: Converging God portraits—bringing Yahweh and Jesus together. A fifth thesis considers the best way to unite the portraits of God within a canonical development of Scripture. The variance in what God looks like over the pages of Scripture is particularly problematic when trying to relate three elements: (1) Yahweh as warrior in the Old Testament, (2) Jesus of the Gospels and in Paul, and (3) Jesus as the apocalyptic warrior in the book of Revelation. In brief, there are three pieces to a large jigsaw puzzle. (Aside: Keep one finger here and flip ahead a few pages to the figure near the end of this introduction, if needed, to understand the labels.) The traditional view dislocates the central puzzle piece (2) from the other two. The antitraditional view detaches the first piece (1) from the other two. We will propose that the realigned-traditional view best links together all three pieces—(1), (2), and (3)—of the puzzle without dislocation.

Let’s consider the portraits of God as puzzle pieces a little further. First, the core of the Christian story is found in the Gospels and in Paul’s letters. Jesus in the Gospels and the Spirit in Paul are powerful figures, but they do not seem to be engaged in violence or encourage a discipleship of violent ideology. In the Gospels Jesus teaches his followers to turn the cheek, put down the sword (do not take it up, Peter!), and love one’s enemies. Similarly, in Paul’s epistles, the presence of Jesus in our midst—the Spirit—functions in ways antithetical to violence. Just look at the fruits of the Spirit (versus the deeds of the flesh), and you will discover Jesus-like characteristics that strive for peace and harmony rather than violence. Also, Paul himself and at least one of Jesus’ disciples (Simon the zealot) converted out of a violence-and-religion tradition in order to follow Jesus. Like Peter, they too put the sword away. Finally, the heart of Christian theology in the Gospels is that the cross is the place where Jesus’ violent death absorbed the violence of our world. That is the center of the canonical puzzle.

Here’s the connection issue. The core of Christian theology contained in the middle piece—Jesus of the Gospels and Paul—does not connect easily with what comes before or after: (1) Yahweh as Israel’s warrior God and (3) Jesus as apocalyptic warrior. Both the traditional holy war view (that it exemplified an untainted, pristine-good ethic) and the antitraditional holy war view (a dark-evil ethic) leave Christians with a difficult, bumpy ride across the canon. Whether aware of the tension or not, traditional-view Christians typically distance themselves from Jesus of the Gospels, and most antitraditional-view Christians equally distance themselves from the Yahweh of the Old Testament. Our position on biblical holy war texts (an incrementally redemptive ethic) brings a better convergence to the portraits of God in Scripture. We will argue that Yahweh as warrior, when understood through the lens of the subversive war texts (an often-missed scriptural voice for viewing the Yahweh portrait), merges well with the Jesus of the Gospels and Paul. In turn, these two pieces of the God portrait fit well with a “one word [not sword] will fell them” view of Jesus as apocalyptic warrior. If the evidence for this more unified holy war perspective is convincing (and we think it is), then readers should sense a burst of fresh air and much greater enjoyment in reading the whole of the Bible from cover to cover. This is solace for the troubled soul.

Thesis six: The unfinished justice story. A sixth thesis (see our conclusion) taps into the eschaton and how it functions within biblical ethics. We will briefly develop an argument of eschatological reversal as bringing closure to outstanding or unfinished elements of injustice in the enactment of justice in Scripture. If God is absolutely righteous, holy, and loving (and we believe he is), it would seem logical that his justice in the last day will right the wrongs of all injustice within this fallen world, even the experience of unjust elements within the messy actions of Old Testament holy war (appendix D).




WHERE THIS BOOK FITS: SOMEWHERE IN THE MIDDLE

This book addresses the ethics of reading the biblical holy war texts today on the issues of genocide and war rape. Obviously, a range of views are developing. For newcomers to the discussion, it might be helpful to get a feel for the spectrum of ethical views and where this book fits within that range. While hardly exhaustive in terms of the authors or views cited, this visual spectrum may help at least as an initial grid for sorting through the options. Clear labels for the differing assessments of biblical holy war ethics have not yet been developed, since the discussion between views is hardly at a mature stage. The figure that follows (figure 0.1) uses functional labels that are easy to understand. You will see that our view (Webb/Oeste) lies somewhere in the middle.7 That does not make our position right; it just provides a sense of where it falls along a spectrum. It should be obvious that we are attempting to take what we consider the best of the traditional and antitraditional views and forge a middle position. The spectrum of labels is constructed around the traditional position (number two) since most readers will be familiar to some extent with that view. Also, labels that correspond to the traditional view provided the easiest way to communicate the alternatives.

[image: Figure 0.1. Spectrum of ethical views]

Figure 0.1. Spectrum of ethical views


We are embarrassed by at least four components in this figure. First, it fails to include another twenty or so scholars with finely nuanced distinctions that would fill in a three-page figure. At best the spectrum above is representative and intended for entry-level readers who need an initial footing within the discussion. Second, our own view gets the longest summary. There is a reason (other than it’s our view). Since it sits next to the traditional view, we wanted not only to articulate the view but also to summarize how a realigned-traditional view differs from the traditional view. Third, we do not develop the differences between our view and the antitraditional view. That omission reflects our intention that this book primarily addresses readers who either hold or have been raised within the traditional view (or traditional-plus view). No book can do everything. Fourth and yet another grand omission, the figure and this book as a whole do not address approaches to the biblical war texts that stress dating texts, authorship, and/or archeology. Such is a helpful discussion but well beyond the scope of this book. Instead we are attempting to do a theological reading of the biblical text with an eye to hermeneutical, ethical, canonical, and ancient-cultural contexts.

We trust that readers find as much enjoyment in reading this book as we have had in writing it. Granted, our change-of-mind journeys tell of some intensely painful moments along the way.8 But the comparatively greater delight of discovering even a handful of more seaworthy answers for the journey of faith . . . well, that was (and is) joy unspeakable.
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THIS BOOK EXPLORES THE ETHICS of two war actions within the biblical accounts: genocide and war rape.1 Why these two? In short, they are the most ethically troubling components of holy war that readers encounter in the Bible. Genocide and war rape raise hard questions about the ethics of Scripture and about the character of the Yahweh God of the Old Testament. Today’s religion-and-violence theorists and new-atheism proponents make their ethical assessment clear by labeling Yahweh as a “genocidal baby killer” and a “divine rapist.”2 Their viewpoint, of course, leaves little room for ethical virtue in either the text or the God of Scripture. We will argue that new atheism’s assessment misreads the biblical text and terribly distorts the God of Scripture; the evidence for this counterassessment will unfold as we journey through the pages of this book. For now, however, those evocative labels capture the ethical problem and provide a starting point from which to untangle the hermeneutics, ethics, ancient setting, and story line of the biblical text. But, fair warning—it is a messy job because the pictures of war are muddled for many of us.

Let’s begin the untangling process by talking about pictures—images in our minds. What comes to mind when reading the terms genocide and war rape?


THE MIXED-UP WAR PICTURES IN OUR MINDS

When we read literature—recent or ancient—our brains automatically supply mental pictures that correspond to the words we have just read. This imaging by the brain as it reads war literature is especially vivid because the imagination is highly attentive to imaging matters that contain an emotive impact. When we read biblical war passages, graphic war images automatically emerge in our brains. The crucial question is this: From where within its massive storage system does the human brain pull to create war images that correspond to the words of Scripture? Well, the images in our minds when reading biblical war material will predominantly come from an already-banked collection of war images from our own world of present-day war.

We cannot help it. It simply happens. Graphic pictures of present-day war violence fill our minds when reading ancient Scripture, especially when we bump into the biblical accounts that seem to describe genocide and war rape. Our brains almost automatically (without our making conscious decisions) produce images of genocide and war rape from picture files closer to home. In other words, we simply cannot read about ancient genocide in the Bible and escape the revolting images of Rwanda’s mass graves—many containing the bodies of women and children who were hacked to death—in what has become a touchstone genocide image for us. Our minds inevitably jump between Rwanda (1994) pictures—whether printed photography, online sites, or movies we have seen—and other genocidal images that we cannot erase from our minds: the murder and deportation of Armenians (1915–1923), Nazi concentration camps (1933–1945), the killing fields of Cambodia (1975–1979), the brutal campaign of ethnic cleansing in Bosnia (1992–1995), or Sudan’s ongoing genocidal murders of Darfuri civilians (2003–). Our minds do not lack for contemporary images of genocide as we read ancient war literature.

The same picture phenomenon occurs when reading of war rape. Should we encounter war rape within ancient literature, we are likely to have our mental images already shaped by recent war events. Our pictures come from images of Congo war rape with its staggering numbers—over eleven hundred rapes each day (conservative estimates by various health organizations3)—or from images of heavily armed Boko Haram soldiers capturing young girls for wives and/or sex slaves; a parade of mothers crying in the streets, “Bring back our girls!” These war-rape images from the experiences of others are now etched into our collective psyche, along with experiences of our own or of people we know personally.

Modern war pictures, for better or worse, become slotted as stock images. This present-day filling in of war images could be good or bad depending on the degree to which the images accurately reflect what was going on in the biblical war texts. One of the most helpful steps in starting to make sense of the biblical war passages is to consciously disconnect—just a temporary move—from our contemporary war pictures and begin placing our collection of war images in different picture piles.

This book will help readers sift through a range of war pictures and put them in three or four distinctly different groups:


	► Stack one: Modern-day war pictures—described above


	► Stack two: ANE war pictures—developed throughout the book (especially chapter thirteen)


	► Stack three: Biblical war pictures, group one—what Israel actually practiced in war


	► Stack four: Biblical war pictures, group two—what Yahweh wanted Israel to do in war




 

While we cannot control the modern-day war pictures that presently exist in our minds, we can choose to keep them separate from the other three groups, not wrongly superimpose them onto ancient texts, and we can work at figuring out how these four photo stacks are similar or different.

By the end of the book, readers should be able to enter a conversation about how our modern pictures of genocide and war rape (stack one) look similar to or different from the biblical text (stacks three and four) and, in turn, how biblical pictures compare with ANE warfare pictures (stack two). The importance of conscious image sorting cannot be overstated. We begin our journey by turning to the traditional understanding of the biblical war texts. Note well its set of images. As we will see, the traditional view pictures what happened in biblical holy war as literal mass killings—all Canaanite men, women, children, old and young killed by the sword. Obviously, the traditional perspective on biblical holy war overlaps closely with our modern-day scenes of genocide.




SQUARE PEGS, ROUND HOLES: FINDING ANSWERS THAT FIT

Probably all of us have seen children playing with toys that have some variation of the “square pegs, round holes” game. Their faces reveal puzzled frustration when trying to push an object into a hole that does not match. No matter how hard they try, it simply does not work. Conversely, their faces light up with delight and joy when they get all the pieces into the matching holes.

This square-pegs, round-holes idiom has become for Gord and me a short-form way of talking about one of six major theses of this book (see the introduction). In the next two chapters we maintain that what might be called the traditional explanation of war in the Bible has aligned its answers with the wrong questions. It is not that the traditional answers are bad. They are actually good answers, but they need to be connected or aligned with a set of story-line, ethics, and justice questions that relate to the original audience particularly. The traditional answers simply do not work with our contemporary questions about genocide and war rape. Investigating where traditional answers work and do not work is task of the next two chapters. These two chapters function as an invitation to the discussion in later chapters of answers that fit better with current questions.

Evidence for the square-pegs, round-holes thesis does not stop or end with the next two chapters. They simply begin the conversation. They show (negatively) in chapter two why the traditional answers do not fit. The arguments here derive from hermeneutics, ethics, and logic. Then (positively) in chapter three we will introduce where the traditional answers do make sense. Our arguments in that chapter derive from biblical theology and canonical themes at the level of the story line. But that is only the beginning. The evidence for the square-pegs, round-holes thesis goes much deeper, as later chapters will show.

Finally, the square-pegs, round-holes thesis is also a way of describing where our position, called “realigned traditional view,” derives its name. The realignment idea functions in two ways. First, the traditional answers need to be realigned with the right set of questions. Second, our modern ethical questions about genocide and war rape need to be realigned with a different set of answers from those proposed by the traditional view. We call this different set “better answers” (chapters four through twelve, appendixes A through C). We are not using the word better to talk about the intrinsic value of the answers or to disparage the traditional answers. Rather, the word better simply describes the fit. The answers in chapters four through twelve and appendixes A through C fit better with our contemporary questions about war rape and genocide.
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    IN WHAT BECAME KNOWN by our reading group as the “War Summer,” we read the four-views book Show Them No Mercy: Four Views on God and Canaanite Genocide.1 As mentioned earlier, my reflections on the biblical war texts began when some professors around the Toronto region gathered for an informal study group. The book was an easy read and a great introduction to the biblical war texts. To my surprise, however, I could not identify with any of the four views offered. I had fully expected to find one of the four options persuasive, but that did not happen.


    From an ethical perspective our study group soon realized that the book really amounted to two views, not four. The ethical lines of debate are drawn between two polarized perspectives: biblical holy war as either a darkest evil (one author) or a pristine good (three authors). On the one hand, C. S. Cowles argues that biblical holy war reflects an evil of an exceedingly dark sort. Genocide and war rape within holy war actions are morally reprehensible, a blight within the Bible and sourced perhaps in Satanic origins or, more likely, in Moses’ corrupted thinking; the genocide instructions were surely not revealed directives from God. Cowles’s antitraditional view, as we have labeled it (see figure 0.1 in the introduction), has in more recent years been expanded and developed by Eric A. Seibert.2


    On the other hand, Eugene Merrill, Daniel Gard, and Tremper Longman III represent the traditional view (again, see figure 0.1 in the introduction).3 These three authors each contend that the holy war commands are from God and thus represent perfect/pristine (no ethical imperfections) righteousness and justice, albeit within a particular time period and circumstance. While Christians may struggle with the holy war texts, any ethical difficulty is really a matter of our own inability to understand God’s justice. The book generates four views by subdividing the traditional, pristine-ethic position into three scenarios on how holy war plays out across the epochs of Scripture, that is, along dispensational and covenant lines.4


    Before critiquing the traditional view, however, let us resurface the two most ethically gut-wrenching problems that contemporary readers encounter in the biblical accounts of holy war: (1) the genocidal slaughter of noncombatant men, women, and children, and (2) the keeping of choice females by Israelite warriors for sexual and reproductive purposes. Unlike what we argue later (chapters four through sixteen, appendixes A through C), the traditional view understands today’s war portraits of genocide (mass killings of defenseless men, women, and children) as roughly equivalent to what was happening in the biblical text.5


    

      THE TRADITIONAL ANSWERS


      Merrill, Gard, and Longman—representatives of the traditional Christian view—respond to the difficult aspects of holy war by saying this: the problem is only a perceived ethical problem (not a real one); modern readers simply do not understand God’s actions. The traditional, pristine-ethic “answers” to genocide in the Bible can be summarized as including the following: (1) God as source of the holy war commands, (2) the lofty and good purposes of biblical holy war, (3) the noninnocent or evil status of the Canaanites, and (4) an understanding of holy war as foreshadowing eschatological judgment. But how viable are these four traditional pillars?


      God as source of the holy war commands. For many Christians, ourselves included, the fact that God commands something in Scripture generates an almost automatic assumption about its inherent goodness, righteousness, and ethical virtue. Along these lines, Eugene Merrill states: “The issue then cannot be whether or not genocide is intrinsically good or evil—its sanction by a holy God settles that question.”6 The inference from Merrill’s statement is that biblical genocide must be ethically good (pristine, without blemish) because it is instructed by a good God. Merrill similarly concludes his essay by saying, “Thus, the moral and ethical dilemma of Yahweh war must remain without satisfying explanation. At the risk of cliché, all that can be said is that if God is all the Bible says he is, all that he does must be good—and that includes his authorization of genocide.” Gard and Longman likewise view the holy war texts as ultimate or pristine (without blemish) war ethic within a certain historical period and setting because a holy God sanctions such actions; any ethical tensions are due to distortions or limitations in human understanding.7


      At many points within a biblical ethic, however, the treatment of human beings as directed by God in Scripture simply does not display an ultimate ethic at the level of its most concrete-specific expression. For instance, the slavery texts provide many examples where the social ethic of Scripture establishes a better treatment of human beings relative to its ancient social setting. Yet it does not achieve an ultimate ethic in a fully realized sense. The treatment of slaves within Scripture has real ethical problems (not just perceived ones) and is best described as making moderate or incremental redemptive moves in its ancient setting. For example, Exodus 21:20-21 enshrines the right of slave masters to beat their slaves, which permits a latitude of punishment that could well have included very bloody and brutal beatings, and does so by positively invoking (instead of rejecting) the notion of people as property.8 While the slavery texts were redemptive in an incremental sense, their ethic hardly reflected the best possible treatment of human beings.9


      Corporal-punishment texts offer other examples. Deuteronomy 25:11-12 describes a fight between two men, and the wife of one intervenes in an attempt to save her husband by grabbing (and presumably injuring) the genitals of her husband’s opponent.10 As a penalty, the wife is subject to corporal mutilation: “You shall cut off her hand.” Please note that these instructions (1) would have been considered to be from Moses and, equally so, from God; (2) are stated in command form (like the genocide instructions); and (3) have the added reinforcement “show her no pity [mercy]” (the same phrase found alongside genocide commands).11 I have elsewhere written a chapter on the ethics of Deuteronomy 25:11-12 in the context of ANE corporal punishment and mutilation texts.12 Suffice it to say, one cannot escape the real (not simply apparent) ethical problems that are part of this text. These verses and the broader collection of corporal-punishment texts are redemptive in an incremental sense (very much so), but, once again, their ethic hardly reflects the best possible treatment of human beings.


      In a similar manner the treatment of women within Scripture provides many examples of real ethical problems (not just perceived ones). Often biblical instructions depict a less-than-ultimate ethic in their dealings with women in areas of sexuality, marriage, divorce, and reproduction.13 Such examples are particularly important to the topic of holy war since one of the more disturbing aspects of biblical holy war is the treatment of female prisoners of war for sexual and reproductive use (chapters five and six). We will argue that God takes the existing cultural norms of ancient warfare and, to invoke a sports metaphor, moves the ethical scrimmage markers downfield (incremental redemptive movement) but not all the way to the ultimate-ethic or pristine-ethic goal line. To describe the treatment of women within Scripture as “sexist” or to speak of the biblical treatment of slaves as “abusive” is anachronistic and a highly one-sided evaluation. Such declarations neglect reading the biblical text within its ancient-world context. Similarly, to label the Bible’s war texts as “a darkest evil” or as “texts of terror,” as Cowles and others do, forgets to first read these war texts within their existing social environment.14 More importantly, it misses out on a crucial and wonderful element of redemptive movement within these texts. Only after we have situated texts within their original context can we begin asking how to bring them into dialogue with our modern context. The antitraditional approach captures certain ethical issues but misses what is incrementally redemptive in the biblical text.


      However, the traditional position fares little better than Cowles’s antitraditional stance. The ethical problems in these biblical texts—slavery, women, corporal punishment, and so on—are not simply apparent ethical problems. They are very real ethical problems, which are best addressed by understanding that God uses an incremental ethic within a fallen world. We cannot assume that because something is in the Bible and sanctioned by a good God it necessarily reflects absolute goodness in all of its particulars. Biblical ethics more broadly teaches us that lesson. Why should we expect the holy war texts to reveal the best possible ethical treatment of human beings in the realm of warfare, when the ethics of Scripture in general simply do not work that way? We are not persuaded.


      Let us be clear. Like the traditional view, we do see God’s goodness revealed in Scripture but in an incrementally redemptive sense (not always in an ultimate or fully realized ethical sense), especially if we are talking about the immediacy of this fallen world. The incremental moves in a redemptive direction even within the ugly war texts serve as harbingers of God’s ultimate redemption in the eschaton.


      The good purposes of holy war. There should be no doubt that the holy war texts contain some good and lofty purposes. Figure 2.1 below distinguishes between certain abstracted purposes found up the ladder of abstraction from the concrete pragmatics or methodology for accomplishing such purposes found down the ladder of abstraction.
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      The traditional position frequently appeals to these good purposes of holy war for justifying the war actions of genocide against the Canaanites.15 Unfortunately, the hermeneutical and ethical reasoning involved fails to make a convincing case. Let us unpack the fallacies.


      Hermeneutical fallacy. An oft-repeated hermeneutical blunder occurs when Christians use “up the ladder” (abstract) components of meaning to validate “down the ladder” (more concrete) components of meaning in the biblical text. The use of such abstract components as the sole or exclusive rationale for the concrete components of meaning in Scripture wanders perilously into hermeneutical quicksand. I have argued within Slaves, Women and Homosexuals and elsewhere that abstracted values/principles in Scripture often take on unstated pragmatic or culture-based components of rationale that reflect a less-than-ultimate ethic as those principles are applied in the more concrete (down the ladder) expression of the biblical text.16 Any sort of upper-validates-lower argument can work only if the pristine values reflected in the abstracted principles are the only components of rationale affecting the concrete articulation of the text. But this is often a faulty assumption. If there exist unstated pragmatic and cultural components affecting the lower part of the ladder (as we will argue in chapters four through sixteen), then such “upper blesses lower” approaches falter in their hermeneutical assumptions.


      For example, we could go back to Exodus 21:20-21 (beating slaves) and Deuteronomy 25:11-12 (cutting off a wife’s hand) to illustrate the upper-blesses-lower fallacy. The upper-level, abstracted principle of “justice,” when fleshed out in its lower-level, concrete meaning and how-to development, often includes within it customs and pragmatics of the ancient world that are far from ethically neutral—the ownership of slaves, the beating of adult human beings, the legal limits of extremely severe beatings, the cutting off a wife’s hand as part of a much larger ancient-justice world of bodily mutilations. These are the justice practices that “worked” in an ancient world, and yet they contained within them elements of considerable injustice. In a few pages we will discuss corporate or collective (in)justice texts. In a similar manner, these biblical texts reflect an enculturated ethic with ancient-world components and pragmatics informing the development of what “justice” (now with various embedded ethical problems) looked like in its most concrete expression down the hermeneutical ladder. Any upper-validates-lower arguments simply do not work because they ignore the cultural and pragmatic shaping of the biblical text.17


      Ethical fallacy. Even more problematic is the ethical fallacy. The notion that up-the-ladder purposes within Scripture morally validate the lower or down-the-ladder concrete means (the specific methodology of genocide and war rape) commits a type of ethical suicide. One crucial question that pervades all ethical thought and must especially engage any reflection about military ethics is, Does the end or one’s larger purpose justify the means?18 The answer to this utilitarian approach to ethics should be a resounding “No,” regardless of how wonderful or lofty the purposes or goals.19 A utilitarian approach to ethics (the end justifies the means) is almost universally rejected by Christians and viewed as faulty or problematic by most secular ethicists.20 Ironically, the attempt by Merrill, Gard, and Longman to justify the concrete means of warfare in Scripture unwittingly uses a logically deficient, non-Christian approach to ethics.


      Let us illustrate with God’s instructions to masters in the slave-beating text of Exodus 21:20-21—a text that involves very real (not just perceived) ethical problems. In this text slave owners are permitted to beat their slaves within an inch of their lives with no penalty, provided the slaves get up after a day or two. Now, most readers would recognize an aspect of abstracted meaning (i.e., the right of disciplinary action) within this text that can be readily applied at the abstracted level in our contemporary context. We might put it like this: Employers have the right to take disciplinary action against employees who are negligent in fulfilling the terms of their contracts. This implicit or embedded meaning (the right of disciplinary action) reflects a good abstracted principle and larger purpose within the words of Scripture. Thus the text can be viewed as good at the level of abstracted expression. However, such abstracted virtue hardly validates the concrete methodology of brutal physical beatings and treating people as property, as explicitly invoked by the Exodus text. The virtue of up-the-ladder principles or purposes never rescues down-the-ladder methodology. Such upper-blesses-lower arguments violate sound ethical and hermeneutical reasoning.


      The noninnocent or evil status of the Canaanites. The rather brutal practices of biblical holy war—the seemingly indiscriminate slaughter of women and children, the use of female prisoners for sexual and reproductive purposes by Israelite warriors—are frequently justified by observing that the Canaanites were not innocent victims.21 In an attempt to support their pristine-ethic approach, Merrill, Gard, and Longman each try to resolve or at least lessen the severity of the ethical problem by suggesting that there were “no innocent victims,” not even among slaughtered babies, in the practice of biblical holy war.22 Accordingly, they make much of certain evil Canaanite practices in order to justify Israel’s brutal military actions against them.


      No one would debate that many Canaanite practices were evil. Their sacrifice of children to Molech was a hideous evil. But that is not the issue for our reasoning here. The issue is not whether the Canaanites were evil. They were. Rather, the real question is whether evil actions by any person or people group provide ethical justification for any and every sort of retaliatory action taken against them. Within the Toronto region most Canadians are familiar with gruesome details of the trials of various rapists who held captive, repeatedly raped, tortured, and after several weeks killed their young female victims. One could argue that justice for such criminals could be found through treating them in like manner: incarcerate them, rape them many times, torture them, and slowly and painfully kill them. One might feel like doing so. But to actually do so would mean sinking to an extremely debased ethical level. Invoking such ethically debased justice against evil crimes never justifies the injustice component within such justice.


      The evil nature of any crime, no matter how insidiously evil it is, does not legitimize any and every sort of punishment action taken against the perpetrator. We wish to make the point here that Canaanite evil practices do not (and did not) justify any and every form of action taken against them.


      Unfortunately, Merrill, Gard, and Longman cloud the issue further by an unwitting equivocation on terms in their appeal to “no innocent victims.” The equivocation revolves around usage of the word innocents within a discussion of war ethics. The classic understanding of innocents in the context of any contemporary discussion of war ethics is noncombatants who are helpless against armed forces, namely, unarmed civilians such as women, children, babies, the elderly, the insane, the crippled, and so on.23 When the discussion quickly switches from (1) no military innocents, that is, noncombatants in warfare as a standard part of discussions about war ethics to (2) some kind of no theological innocents, then the writers have unwittingly used a semantic shift in order to avoid or mask the ethical issue. The shift may well not have been a conscious or intentional one, but it has happened.


      Of course, all of us share a measure of theological noninnocence from birth within a fallen world. All of us to the degree that we violate God’s commands increase the level of our theological noninnocence. Nevertheless, that one’s enemy lacks “theological innocence” (to some degree or another) does not remove the need to treat one’s enemies with dignity and respect, even in war. Here we encounter the real ethical issue. In other words, those who are not theologically innocent may well still be militarily innocent—that is, unarmed and helpless noncombatant people. Some war actions are simply more just and humane than other actions, regardless of how “bad” the behavior shown by the opponents.24 The treatment today of military noncombatants with torture, rape, death, ritualistic mutilations, permanent imprisonment, and so on—any of these actions—is nothing short of grotesque brutality. These are and should be considered war crimes. This sort of horrific treatment of noncombatants falls woefully short in the pursuit of a “best possible” war ethic. Who would want to incorporate these actions as acceptable within an updated version of Geneva or Hague conventions?25


      One must also address the ethics of intergenerational or corporate (in)justice within Scripture—biblical texts where babies, children, and wives are punished for the sins of their husband/father due to corporate and household identity. We will address this issue more fully at a later point (see appendix D), but a brief summary here will demonstrate its relevance to holy war. On the one hand, Scripture at times describes and accepts a highly indiscriminate corporate-identity approach to justice, where unfortunately children suffer for the sins or crimes of their parents. Such indiscriminate justice patterns are understandable within the collectivism and dominant patriarchy of the culture of the ancient world. It happened a lot. Nevertheless, its usage within Scripture creates a certain form of unjust justice. On the other hand, the biblical text itself seems to be moving against this prevailing ancient cultural trend when at times biblical authors cry out against indiscriminate corporate-identity justice, where innocent people suffer for the wrongful actions of others. This countercultural voice starts out small (a few verses in the Pentateuch) but finds greater canonical realization along the way and ultimate fulfillment within the New Testament’s highly individualized justice at the final judgment.


      If this description of canonical development has merit, then it demonstrates by the voice of Scripture itself the lack of complete or best-possible justice within those earlier justice actions. Here is the point. The theological noninnocence that all share at birth and that increases due to later wrongful acts does not justify killing the babies and children of really bad people. Labeling all infants and children as theological noninnocents is fine. However, to transfer the increased individual noninnocence from those who committed certain evils acts to those who did not commit the evil acts is highly problematic. This assumed cultural or pragmatic component (along with other unstated pragmatics; see appendix D) within biblical holy war texts ought to be recognized and assessed as such. Biblical justice takes place in a real, tangible social world with many time-locked components of ancient culture affecting concrete articulations of pristine abstracted purposes.


      So let us ponder our earlier question about legitimizing penal/justice actions that are the same as the crime itself against the perpetrators of an evil crime. What about the specific punitive actions of biblical holy war? We must ask, What exactly was the specific crime for which slaughtered babies were guilty and being punished within the holy war texts? The answer is “None.” What exactly was the crime of the virgins who were forced by Israelite warriors to fulfill their sexual and procreative desires? Their crime was certainly not the same as the general Canaanite populace or leaders within that group; these were probably teenage girls. Surely, questions about any and every action ought to haunt Christians as they reflect on these two specific acts of holy war justice. The evil nature of any crime, no matter how insidiously evil it is, does not legitimize every sort of action (such as inflicting punishment that exactly replicates the evil crime) becoming a best-justice punishment taken against the perpetrator, let alone against those who are peripherally related to the perpetrator of the crime.26 Unfortunately, one cannot switch between theological innocence and military innocence to avoid such problems within a biblical war ethic.


      Holy war as a foreshadowing of eschatological judgment. Finally, the traditional or pristine-ethic view attempts to justify biblical holy war as devoid of any (real) ethical problems by appealing to its foreshadowing of eschatological judgment. All three scholars—Longman, Merrill, and Gard—draw on Meredith Kline’s concept of intrusion ethics, which argues that the actions of biblical holy war are justified because the total destruction of the Canaanites functions as a preview of the final judgment.27 Accordingly, Gard suggests that seeing “the destruction of the Canaanites as the final judgment foreshadowed is extraordinarily helpful in coming to grips with what is for many an ethical quandary.”28 Longman summarizes Kline’s understanding of holy war ethic as follows:


      

        Kline reminds us that the punishment for sin is death. The lesson that rebellion—and all sin is rebellion—leads to death is made clear in the Garden of Eden (Gen. 2:17). It is only because of God’s extraordinary grace that Adam and Eve were not killed on the spot when they ate the fruit of the tree. Indeed, it is because of that grace that any of us breathe. The period of God’s extraordinary grace, often called common grace, is a special circumstance. In this light, we should not be amazed that God ordered the death of the Canaanites, but rather we should stand in amazement that he lets anyone live. The Conquest, according to Kline, involves the intrusion of the ethics of the end times, the consummation, into the period of common grace. In a sense, the destruction of the Canaanites is a preview of the final judgment.29


      


      One can understand why the idea of eschatological judgment helps some Christians handle the difficulties of biblical holy war. By invoking the category of “final judgment” it leaves little room for debate about ethics. We also would affirm that God’s final, eschatological justice is absolutely pure, pristine, and untainted. His final white-throne judgment at the end of salvation history surely does not succumb to any of this world’s fallen enactments of justice. Furthermore, all Christians would agree that within our cursed world sin does bring about death—this is a dominant biblical concept. And of course God could, should he choose, enact a precursor of eschatological judgment at any time before the actual close of salvation history. Moreover, we would readily agree that biblical holy war is thematically linked to the eschatological battle in Revelation and to its portrait of final judgment.30 Perhaps Christians should, therefore, view biblical holy war in some kind of unusual “outside time” or “superimposed time” occurrence that brings forward the categories of eschatological judgment and thus suspends the typical norms of military ethics.


      While brought-forward eschatological judgment might seem like a nice solution, that answer does not make logical or ethical sense. First, are the specific actions of Old Testament holy war an accurate ethical reflection of eschatological judgment? While broad thematic connections exist between Old Testament holy war and eschatological judgment, this does not ethically validate the specific Old Testament war actions themselves. The argument works only if one can take those war actions along a time continuum and drop them—like drag-and-drop on a digital screen—into the future judgment scene without raising any ethical problems. In order to ponder this construct one might ask several questions about the future expression of justice: Could Christians rightly imagine Jesus taking his sword and physically slaying babies or children with Down Syndrome in an eschatological battle simply because they are related by birth to the enemy, namely, people who oppose God or who have not accepted Christ as Savior?31 This repulsive portrait is not a Christian vision of God’s pristine eschatological justice, let alone a good depiction of his revealed character, since he displays a restrained focus on justice and an infinitely greater and more lavish emphasis on love, forgiveness, and grace. So if the specifics of past holy war are not ethically compatible with the future framework, one might be wise to refrain from reading the absolute righteousness of eschatological judgment back into fallen-world enactments of judgment. Yes, there are clear thematic connections, and these are important at a story-line level (see chapters three and sixteen). But that is where the connective impact ends; eschatological justice does not magically erase all elements of ethical injustice found within the justice of an earlier world.32


      Second, does the idea of placing future judgment into the past say anything about the ethics of specific military practices in “reverse” Old Testament holy war? At times God enacts holy war against Israel through foreign nations (e.g., Deut 28:7, 25; see appendix C). The war invasions by Assyria against the northern kingdom and by Babylon against the southern kingdom are cases in point. In this reversal setting the concept of holy war in the Bible is uniquely dissimilar to our contemporary understanding of genocide because Yahweh fights against Israel as much as he fights against its enemies, the Canaanites. The essence of war judgment in biblical holy war is not strictly ethnic (see appendix B). Both Longman and Gard provide a helpful discussion of reverse holy war, wherein God uses foreign nations to bring Israel to military defeat; Yahweh is even seen as leading these foreign armies into battle to fight against Israel (e.g., Jer 21:3-7; Dan 1:1-3; Is 45:1-7).33


      Accordingly, we should ask, Is this not also a harbinger of eschatological judgment? Are we to infer that a foreshadowing of the eschatological judgment in holy war takes place only where Yahweh fights on behalf of Israel (but not in holy war against Israel)? Surely the thematic connections and foreshadowing are part of both Yahweh scenes—holy war and reverse holy war. However, connections to the final eschatological judgment do not at all validate the ethics of particular war practices of the past, whether we are talking about the war practices of Israel against foreign nations or about the war practices of foreign nations against Israel. For surely, if anything can be settled with certainty (see chapter thirteen), the specific war practices of Assyria and Babylon were “ethically challenged” to the extreme! So, yes, a thematic connection exists between the final eschatological judgment and Old Testament holy war, even carrying through to reverse holy war. But that connection does not perform any magical cleansing of the horrendous war actions performed by the Assyrian and Babylonian armies.


      Here is the rub. If we now have to argue that a flash foreshadowing earlier in time of the final eschatological judgment applies in only certain cases of holy warfare against foreign countries but not in Yahweh war against Israel, then the persuasion of such constructs begins to weaken considerably. This is to say nothing of the fact that intrusion ethics as a construct is entirely hypothetical and conjectural to begin with—it is never explicitly taught within Scripture.


      Third, one could argue that all biblical justice connects as a foreshadowing or harbinger of the ultimate judgment day. In a sense all the justice passages of Scripture find their culmination in the last day. For instance, since the kings of Israel functioned as arbitrators in their earthly administration of justice, their justice foreshadowed the final judgment by the ultimate Davidic King and Messiah. For that matter, even a slave-beating text such as Exodus 21:20-21 connects thematically with the concept of eschatological justice. The temporal judgment administered by an Israelite slave owner in punishing his slave anticipates the final judgment day, since within biblical theology (1) slave owners are called on to remember that they have a master in heaven (Eph 6:9; Col 4:1) and (2) the eschatological day of judgment is depicted as a divine master administering beatings to unfaithful slaves (Lk 12:47-48). However, one simply cannot read backward from the eschatological portrait with its related imagery in order to bless all earlier precursors with ethical absolution. Thematic connections to pristine eschatological justice and judgment, although they clearly exist, hardly validate the less-than-ultimate ethic that is expressed in a text such as Exodus 21:20-21, used by Israelite masters.34


      Fourth, the final eschatological battle fought by our Lord Jesus will not share the same ethical pitfalls of Israel’s holy war battles. Yes, the holy war battles of the past and future have thematic continuity. No question. But there are significant differences. For instance, unlike Israel’s holy war practices, the final eschatological battle (1) will not use literal swords—only the spoken word, (2) starts and finishes within an instant, (3) guards against the slaughter of any noncombatants, and (4) places proper weight on individual justice and is not encumbered by corporate, ethnic, or parental affiliations, and so on. For a development of the evidence see chapter sixteen. These are important differences that highlight canonical movement at an ethical level within the battlefield themes of Scripture—an unfolding or developing holy war ethic that culminates in the book of Revelation.


      Now, we must make a confession. We also (like Merrill, Gard, and Longman) use a theology of the final eschatological judgment to “rescue us” in part from the ethical dilemmas of Old Testament holy war. However, there is a huge difference between our invocation of eschatological judgment and that of the traditional view. Instead of using the eschatological judgment to validate the ethics of particular holy war practices back in the days of ancient Israel (Merrill, Gard, and Longman), we appeal to eschatological judgment as the place where God will finally and perfectly provide a counterbalancing correction to the injustices of holy war justice and, for that matter, to any other elements of unjust justice within the incremental ethic of the biblical text. When it comes to the specifics of Old Testament holy war practices and their real (not just perceived) injustices, Christians need to embrace the theme of eschatological reversal within the ultimate justice story, namely, that God will someday right all wrongs. Our final better answer will emphasize the unfinished justice story.


    


    

    

      CONCLUSION


      This chapter explains why the traditional answers do not fit our contemporary ethical questions concerning genocide and war rape. Other chapters will provide further support for this square-pegs, round-holes thesis. By the end of the book it should be obvious that the ethics of these specific war actions—genocide and war rape—were not on the original readers’ ethical radar. We will argue for placing the traditional answers where they fit best, namely, in relationship to the story-line questions of the ancient audience (chapter three).


      Within this chapter, however, we have begun the discussion about alignment of the traditional answers based on logical, ethical, and hermeneutical reasoning. The appeal to God as source of the holy war commands, to their lofty and good purposes, and to the evil character of enemies, much as we might like it to, hardly makes a convincing case that the concrete-specific war methodology of Israel’s holy war actions (genocide and war rape) reflects a pristine, untainted ethic. In short, these traditional answers do not connect very well with questions about genocide and war rape.


      Nor does invoking the connection in biblical theology between the final eschatological judgment and past occasions of Old Testament holy war alleviate the ethical problems of specific war actions (genocide and war rape) within the biblical text. While the eschatology/foreshadowing solution sounds reasonable because of overarching themes that tie these events together, it fails to account for the differences in particular methodologies between the past and the future portraits, let alone the ethical incompatibility of placing the past elements into the final expression of justice. The actions would have to fit ethically at either end of the holy war continuum for the argument to work. Rather than saying that eschatological judgment makes it ethically okay for Israel to slaughter babies and grab pretty-looking women in holy war, it may be better to invoke eschatological judgment as the place where all deficiencies within Scripture’s incrementally redemptive ethic (i.e., a partly but not fully redemptive ethic) will be resolved in a final sense, including these troublesome ones.
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    THIS CHAPTER LOOKS AT where the traditional answers do work. It is the positive side of what we began in the last chapter as part of our square-pegs, round-holes thesis. Based on logical, hermeneutical, and ethical factors, chapter two argued that the traditional answers—a holy God, removing idolatry, the evil of the Canaanites, and ties to eschatological judgment—do not work well in answering our contemporary ethical questions about genocide and war rape. So where do the traditional answers fit? What questions do they answer?


    This chapter argues that the traditional answers align well with the ethical questions of the original readers. These questions involve the land promised to Israel, sacred space, and formation of a new Eden—questions tied to the overarching story line of the Bible as a whole. The biblical authors were wrestling with the “Is God Just?” question in relation to a number of “Canaanite” events throughout their history and current life setting. (While perhaps confusing at first, we will soon unpack the difference between ethnic Canaanites and literary Canaanites.) Here is how the “Is God Just?” question unfolds in the canonical story of God’s sacred space:


    

      The Sacred Space Story [C = Canaanites]


    


    

      	

        1. Is God just in removing Adam and Eve [C1] from the garden?


      


      	

        2. Is God just in driving the Canaanites [C2] out of the Promised Land?


      


      	

        3. Is God just in removing the northern-kingdom Israelites [C3] from the land?


      


      	

        4. Is God just in taking the southern-kingdom Israelites [C4] from the land?


      


      	

        5. Is God/Jesus just in expanding the land promise to the entire earth and bringing “outsiders” into the kingdom while placing “insiders” [C5] outside?


      


      	

        6. Is God/Jesus just in taking the sins of idolaters [C6] on himself?1


      


      	

        7. Is God/Jesus just in creating a new heavens and earth (a final Eden) where unrepentant sinners/idolaters [C7] are not permitted to enter?


      


    


     


    We will see that the biblical story about holy war starts in the early chapters of Genesis and ends in Revelation. It is a broad-based canonical story about the development of sacred space—a place for God to dwell with humans. This core issue ties together the function of holy war at each stage of the story line from Genesis to Revelation. Events in each section implicitly raised pressing questions of divine justice for the authors and original readers that we need to consider.


    As chapters four through twelve and appendixes A through C show, the Bible’s original readers were not asking the specific questions about military ethics that we do because of recent developments in war ethics (Hague/Geneva and beyond) and a greater sensitivity to issues of religion and violence (post-9/11). Today we are asking about genocide and war rape in the biblical narratives.2 The original readers did not. Frankly, from their point of view within the ancient world, Israelite military practices looked rather gentle and tame. While from our contemporary war horizon we see Israelite war actions as horrific, and they were, early readers would have seen them as less violent than contemporary nations, and they were. Of concern for original readers was a different question:


    

      In the creation of sacred space (an Eden-like place for dwelling with humans), is God just in driving out the “Canaanite” idolaters of any generation (even his own people) or not permitting them to enter that space?


    


    

      THE QUESTION ON THEIR MINDS


      Why was this sacred-space/drive-out question on the minds of the original readers? Here is the reason. The shaping of the Hebrew Bible over time was heavily affected by the issues of a preexilic, exilic, and postexilic audience. As effective communicators of all sorts have observed, if you feel the pain of your audience, you know the felt needs that a writer or speaker must address. The pain for much of the original audience and biblical writers was linked to their experience of being driven out of the land (as the Canaanites once were). In order for them to trust God—their Yahweh God—they needed to know that God’s actions in the broad story line (their being driven out of the land)—were just and that God intended, one day, to fulfill his new-Eden promises.


      As with Adam and Eve being driven out of Eden and the Canaanites under Joshua being driven out of the land (a new Eden), the exile-horizon readers were asking their own Eden-exile questions about their own day. We can see this in how they framed their exilic experience in terms that connected it with that of Canaanites previously driven out of the land. Many exilic and postexilic Israelites at the culmination of the formation of the story line in the Hebrew Bible were reading/hearing the biblical story through the lenses of their own Canaanite experience. Even the later Ezra-Nehemiah audience and intertestamental audiences, while back in the land, were struggling with the diminished conditions in their day due to the profound impact of the exile. To put the exile question bluntly: Why were we kicked out of the Promised Land? Their grief was tied to the land they had lost and their hopes for a final Eden.3


      That driving-out/sacred-space question—on the minds of the original audience—fits extremely well with the answers of a traditional view: God’s holiness, removal of idolatry, sin of the “Canaanites” (the quotation marks mean every Canaanite-like generation, even the Israelites themselves), and future judgment that will bring about a final Eden-like experience. By seeing a canonical enlargement of the traditional answers (e.g., Eden-like hopes, Canaanite-like generations), one can capture in new and fresh ways how these traditional answers fit in terms of the original audience. Shortly, after raising a couple of other matters, we will spend the rest of the chapter walking through drive-out/sacred-space episodes in Scripture that carry forward the holy war story line in its canonical unfolding.


    


    

    

      THEIR STORY-LINE QUESTION IS NOT OUR MILITARY-ETHICS QUESTION


      At the risk of being repetitive, we need to say that their (Israel’s) drive-out/sacred-space, broad story-line question is not the same as our contemporary ethical questions. For the purpose of comparison, let us restate the original readers’ justice question:


      

        In the creation of sacred space (an Eden-like place for dwelling with humans), is God just in driving out the “Canaanite” idolaters of any generation (even his own people) or not permitting them to enter that space?


      


      The original audience of the Hebrew Bible during the preexilic (driving out is coming), exilic (driving out is here), and postexile times (aftermath of being driven out) were reading/hearing the earlier Joshua war texts and even the original Eden account about Adam and Eve through their own experience of being driven out of sacred space. Earlier audiences during the time of the monarchy would have reflected on a similar question with a view to the successes and failures of their own Davidic king to rid their generation of idols, fight their war battles, restore the temple (Eden in miniature), and secure the land (a slightly larger new Eden).4


      By way of comparison, our questions are part of a conversation about present-day military ethics and the specific actions of genocide and war rape. Our ethical question was not theirs, whether voiced in the accusatory style of new atheism or the agonizing inquiry of a troubled Christian:


      

        How can Christians believe in a God who encourages genocidal baby killing and virgin rape? In a post-9/11 world of wanton “holy war” actions, how can we possibly justify the cruel acts of genocide against the Canaanites and Israelite warriors grabbing young virgins?


      


      Hopefully, the difference is becoming clearer. Our ethical questions are not at the broader level of the story line. Genocide and war rape, while at the top of our minds, reside in the ancient biblical text and for the original Israelite audience several floors below the level of the story line, with certain details of how warfare took place in an ancient world. Our questions zero in on a particular phase of the broader story line and the descriptions of particular war actions against the Canaanites. Our contemporary ethical questions are not about God driving out Adam and Eve from the garden, or about Israel’s northern and southern kingdoms being driven out of the land, or about Jesus placing/driving the religious elite (those who thought they were insiders) outside the kingdom, and so forth. No, our questions are about particular war actions as they relate to the Canaanites and the norms of ancient warfare. We hope this differentiation helps. By the end of this book one should be convinced (more evidence is coming) that our contemporary questions about a biblical war ethic were not on the minds of the original readers. They were troubled by other matters and, given their ancient-war horizons, would not have seen certain ethical injustices in war practices that we see. More about this later.


      We can now approach the main subject matter of this chapter—showing how the traditional answers fit nicely with the story-line questions of the original audience. The first thing we need to highlight is a proper understanding of the most holy God. We develop this topic first because it is central to understanding the need for sacred space.


    


    

    


      GOD MOST HOLY: MOUNTAIN, HOUSE, AND SACRIFICES


      Many Christians live with a deficient, puny concept of God. Unless we expand our thinking to include the difference between our fallen, sinful world and an untainted, pristine God and the extent to which he goes on our behalf, we will never comprehend the interface between God and our world. A cosmic-sized understanding of God’s powerful holiness allows us to see the acute need for sacred space within the story line of Scripture. Exodus and Leviticus present a portrait of God that, if caught in its fullness, is unforgettable and clearly seen in Israel’s threefold encounter with Yahweh (1) on the mountain, (2) in the house/temple, and (3) through the sacrifice rituals inside the house.


      The mountain. The mountain portrait in Exodus 19–24 captures a spine-shivering sense of God’s powerful holiness in several ways. Only Moses, Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and seventy elders were invited to go up the mountain; the people stayed at a distance. They all experienced darkness, thick smoke, thunder, and lightning. Yet, the leaders who climbed the mountain gazed also at a dramatically different reality. Under the feet of Yahweh, they saw a smooth, still surface—something like a crystal-clear lake. To our Canadian minds come images of a beautiful, tranquil, glacier-fed mountain lake in the Rocky Mountains—Louise or Moraine (similar to Tahoe or Crater Lake). Stunning beauty, peacefulness on the grandest scale, hypnotically inviting. As in a symphony of peace Yahweh eats and drinks a shalom meal with his people. (Note: Save this majestic image of the peace-loving God as defining the core of Yahweh’s being for putting together the subversive war texts and especially the “I am not David!” portrait developed later [chapter fourteen].) Another element of profound holiness is found in the rituals that began this incredible mountain experience. All of the people had to prepare themselves with three days of ritual purification that included bathing, washing clothes, and, interestingly, not participating in sexual relationships. (Another note: Tuck this “no sex on the mountain” tidbit away for a powerfully redemptive feature in the war-rape chapters [chapters five and six].)


      The house. At the bottom of the mountain God’s people build his house—a temple. In the desert it was a moving temple known as a tabernacle/tent of meeting. Yahweh’s temple communicated holy distance and yet provision for fellowship in a number of ways. For instance, the innermost room (holy of holies) was constructed with gold, and construction materials decreased in value as one progressed outward. Also, the persons and times of access moved from more restricted to less restricted as one moved away from the holy of holies. These differences marked the different levels of graded holiness.5 With movement outward from the holy of holies, the level of holiness changed in a descending pattern. (1) Yahweh’s cube-shaped room, where he would meet and speak with Moses, is known as the holy of holies—the most holy place. Then came two further descending levels of holiness within the temple: (2) the holy place and (3) the sacred courts. Beyond the gate of the temple, graded holiness kept descending with (4) the camp of the people; (5) outside the camp, where people with certain diseases had to live; and eventually (6) the vast desert. In biblical thinking the desert was the place where little grows, the haunt and abode of demons, the theological opposite to lush Eden and God’s most concentrated presence. Once a year the sins of the people on Yom Kippur (including even the high-handed sins) were sent out on the Azazel-goat to the desert (Lev 16). Sacred space meant that sin remained as far away from God as possible.
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Beyond Ethics

0ld Testament holy-war
texts present no ethical
problem at all. God is
morally free to do
anything he likes. He is
free to enact justice
however he wishes
without our ethical
critique. Yahweh is not
constrained by human
standards of right and
wrong, nor even by
standards he teaches to
humans about right
and wrong. (Beale)

Pristine, Good Ethics

0ld Testament holy-war
texts are ethically
difficult. God is
constrained to act within
his revealed character; he
is not completely free. So
there is an understand-
able tension for most
readers. However, we
simply do not understand
God’s actions in these
texts. At the end of the
day, the Old Testament war
instructions were given by
ajust and holy God and so
must themselves be just
and reflect holy actions.
(Merrill, Gard, Longman,
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Rather Dark, Evil Ethics
When read in light of
Jesus' teaching and
life—he being the
clearest representation of
God—the Old Testament
war texts and especially
the actions of genocide and
war rape offer Christians an
exceedingly dark portrait of
evil. These commands
were human initiatives,
even though they are
presented as from God. The
accounts of Old Testament
warfare represent a textual
version of God but not a
real/actual portrait.
(Cowles, Seibert, etc.)
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Antitraditional Plus:\
Utterly Repulsive Ethics
As part of alarger
discussion of religion
and violence,
new-atheism
perspectives add a
highly critical voice that
theists and Christians
would do well to
engage. In his war
actions the God of the
Bible is nothing less
than a genocidal baby
killer. His treatment of
female war captives is
abominable. Why
would anyone believe
ortrust in this Yahweh
God? (Dawkins,
Hitchens, Harris, etc.)

Realigned-Traditional View: Incremental, Redemptive-Movement Ethics
The traditional answers are good but need to be realigned and employe
questions of the original readers. The traditional answers do not work we
micro-military ethical questions about genocide and war rape. Rather, another set of answers better addresses the ethical

concerns of genocide and rape within biblical holy war; these answers are hyperbole, accommodation, redemptive movement,

converging God portraits, and an unfinished justice story (reversal in the eschaton).

OT holy war texts should be understood within an incremental, redemptive-movement ethic, an understanding that
acknowledges elements of the ugly and the beautiful. The ethical problems in the war texts are real, not just apparent. While
saddened by the degree to which God must bend down to act in coagency endeavors within our fallen world, we recognize also a
wonderful, positive side that ought to be celebrated—the redemptive movement happening in the biblical war texts when
understood within the ANE context and/or canonical setting. That which is incrementally redemptive awakens our hope of
complete redemption. (Webb/Qeste)

where they best fit, namely, the broader story-line
when used in response to the contemporary

4
\






OEBPS/images/fig_2.1_c.jpg
ABSTRACT

love God exclusively
no other gods
but Yahweh
guard one’s heart and
community against idolatry
destroy high places and idols
marry only those of like faith
geographical separation

kill“all” in warfare
CONCRETE





