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PREFACE





It is with great diffidence that one presumes to add yet another book to the enormous stockpile of literature which over the centuries has accreted around ‘the people of the Book’. That Jews should be interested in themselves is understandable; but their experience in history has aroused almost as much interest and comment from outside observers. Their stubborn fidelity to the faith of their ancestors, their resilience in adversity and their knack of adapting their talents and energies to changed circumstances, have ensured their survival long after the Greek civilization, which treated them with condescension, and the Roman empire, which held them in contempt, have passed into oblivion.


The two great religions of Christianity and, to a lesser extent, Islam owe their being to Judaism. The complexities of coping with a rejected mother religion whose adherents refused to convert or disappear encouraged medieval Christianity to excesses of anti-Jewish persecution which led, ultimately and inexorably, to the horrors of Hitler’s Holocaust; and even Islam, with a theology more respectful towards Abraham and his monotheistic descendants, has on occasion been guilty of savage hostility towards its Jewish subjects.


Small wonder, then, that this numerically insignificant people and their religion – located, by chance or providence, at the geographical and cultural crossroads of early western civilization – should have exerted such a perennial fascination. During the Age of Enlightenment the notion took root among those sympathetic to Judaism that the manner in which the state treated its Jewish minority was a barometer of its civilization. The appalling evidence of the concentration camps prompted a surge of guilty sympathy from western countries towards the survivors of Belsen and Auschwitz, but since the establishment of the State of Israel – a state which has revived biblical language and place-names but behaves, on occasion, like any other modern practitioner of realpolitik –the Jew once again is at the centre of attention, and ultra-sensitive to the notion that his critics may be motivated not by political considerations – anti-Zionism – but by something more banefully persistent – anti-Semitism.


To say this is not to transfer all the guilt to the outside world. It is only now, nearly half a century after the event, that we Jews feel capable of the most tentative exploration of the trauma inflicted upon the collective Jewish psyche by Hitler’s attempted genocide. That the loss of one-third of our people is a gaping wound is self-evident. To what extent it has healed, or whether any people can survive such a blow without permanent damage to the ideological assumptions which have traditionally underpinned their sense of historic vocation, is something only time will tell.


For the present, there is a need to update and evaluate Judaism – the entwined history of a people and their religious culture – for the contemporary reader. This historical and religious survey is offered as a modest attempt to do that. It tries to be comprehensive, but cannot claim to be exhaustive. It is a general synopsis which will serve as an introduction for the interested layman, or new student, to Judaism. Unlike most books on the subject, it seeks to present within a single volume both a chronological account of the history and literature, and a thematic analysis of the teachings and practices of Judaism. The select bibliography suggests further reading in the major areas of a national and religious history which is now nearly 4,000 years old.


Although we are both Progressive rabbis – and, as such, representative of the non-Orthodox section within Jewry – we have been conscious, when dealing with theology or ritual, of our duty to present primarily the normative Jewish response as it has evolved over the centuries. Where Progressive Judaism differs significantly from tradition we say so, but we try to refrain from making value judgements. Our aim has been to write a text which all Jews, whatever their synagogue affiliation, can read as an honest, factual survey of the history and religious culture we share, and which will be a useful guide to the rich variety of the Jewish heritage for non-Jews.


As close colleagues, and even closer friends, for many years, we accept joint accountability for the book’s merits and defects, but the reader may care to know that David Goldberg was primarily responsible for the history section and John Rayner for the sections on literature, theory and practice.


Ministering to one of the largest Progressive Jewish communities in Europe leaves little time for the concerted study and thought involved in producing a book such as this. However, we would like to thank those congregants and study groups on whom we ‘tried out’ sections of the book during its gestation period. It was Felicity Bryan, the sweetest, steeliest of literary agents, who bullied us into completing the manuscript, and David Goldberg’s secretary, Valerie Asher, who deciphered much of his handwriting and typed the final copy. Stephen Davies has been our sensitive, perceptive editor at Penguin Books. David Goldberg is pleased to record his personal thanks to two dear friends, Carole and Ash Lawrence, who loaned him their lovely cottage in Ravensdale, Derbyshire, which provided the ideal ambience in which to walk, think and write.


Finally, but most important of all, our respective spouses, Carole-Ann Goldberg and Jane Rayner, have been staunch, long-suffering partners whose worth is far above the price of rubies. We gratefully acknowledge our debt to them.




 





David J. Goldberg


John D. Rayner


London, 1987



















INTRODUCTORY NOTE





Judaism is the religion – and, in a broader sense, the culture – of a unique people which, in the course of its history of nearly four thousand years, has been variously known as Hebrews, Israelites and Jews.


‘Hebrews’ refers primarily to their earliest ancestors, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Jacob was also called Israel, and ‘children of Israel’ or ‘Israelites’ refers to his descendants, who comprised twelve tribes. The tribe that claimed descent from Jacob’s fourth son, Judah, gave its name to a kingdom whose capital was Jerusalem, and later, under Persian, Greek and Roman rule, to the province of Judea. ‘Jews’ comes from ‘Judeans’ and refers to their descendants as well as those who have joined them as converts.


For the last two thousand years Jews have lived scattered in many lands, but have always retained a presence in their ancient homeland on the eastern seaboard of the Mediterranean, where the present State of Israel was established in 1948. At the time of writing it is estimated that, in very rough figures, the Jews number fourteen million, including three million in the State of Israel. The Jewish communities of the rest of the world, collectively known as the Diaspora (‘dispersion’), account for the remaining eleven million and include 5.8 million in the United States of America and something under 400,000 in Great Britain.


The ancient Jews spoke a Semitic language, Hebrew, written from right to left in a pictographic script which, however, was ultimately abandoned in favour of the alphabetic script of another Semitic language, Aramaic. In the Diaspora, Jews have retained Hebrew chiefly as a language of prayer and study; in Israel it is again the language of daily speech.


The Hebrew alphabet comprises twenty-two letters, all consonants. It was not until the early Middle Ages that a system of diacritic signs, consisting of dots and dashes, was devised to represent the vowels. These are used when necessary, but for most purposes Hebrew is still written and printed without vowels.


The twenty-two consonants serve as numerals as well as letters, the first ten representing the numbers one to ten; the next eight, twenty to ninety; the last four, one hundred to four hundred.


There is a large vocabulary of Hebrew terms for Jewish religious concepts and customs, institutions and functionaries, sacred books and ritual objects, with which one needs to become familiar if one wishes to understand Judaism at a more than superficial level. Accordingly, we shall introduce as many of them as seems appropriate in a work of this kind.


This poses a problem of transliteration. We shall use a system which is not scientific but designed to help the reader who is not a Hebraist to pronounce the words with some ease and with a modicum of accuracy. For this purpose he needs to know that the vowels are to be pronounced according to the values they have in European languages such as German and Italian; that ‘ch’ is meant to indicate the guttural in Scottish loch or German Bach; and that the apostrophe denotes a glottal stop.


Plurals are usually formed in Hebrew by the masculine suffix im or the feminine suffix ot. For example, the plural of kibbutz is kibbutzim and the plural of mitzvah is mitzvot. Sometimes, however, nouns and adjectives undergo internal changes when they are lengthened by a suffix.


Although Jews have written books in many languages, the classic texts of Jewish religious literature – Bible, Mishnah, Talmud, Midrash – as well as the Zohar and most of the codes, commentaries and responsa, were written in Hebrew or Aramaic or a mixture of the two. With the exception of the Bible, our translations of quotations from these works are our own, though frequently influenced, consciously or unconsciously, by published translations in so far as they exist, particularly H. Danby’s translation of the Mishnah, and the Talmud and Midrash translations of the Soncino Press under the general editorship of Rabbi Dr I. Epstein, and of Rabbi Dr H. Freedman and Maurice Simon, respectively.


In the case of the Bible we decided to use the Revised Standard Version as a good compromise between old and new styles, and likely to be familiar to many readers. However, we have taken the liberty of capitalizing He, His and Him when the reference is to God, in conformity with our practice throughout the book; and in a few instances we have modified the translation of a verse so as to bring out the sense in which it was understood by the Rabbis for exegetical purposes.


The Revised Standard Version, however, stems from the Christian tradition, which goes back to the ancient Greek and Latin Bible translations, whereas the Jewish tradition bases itself on the standard Hebrew (Masoretic) text, and sometimes there is a discrepancy between the two in the division of the chapters and the numbering of the verses. In such cases we shall give the chapter and verse first according to Jewish tradition and then indicate the variant of the Christian tradition.


So far as dates are concerned, we shall refer throughout to the standard reckoning of the years, but, as is the Jewish custom, use the notations BCE (for ‘Before the Common Era’) and CE (for ‘of the Common Era’) instead of BC and AD, with their Christian connotations.


The Jewish calendar is a lunar one, adapted to the solar year, which will be explained in part IV, chapter 4. A table of the Jewish months, with the festivals falling in them, will be found here. We should also like to draw the reader’s attention to the Glossary here.


Finally, a list of what we have above called the classic texts of Jewish religious literature, and the notations we have employed in citing them, will be found here, as part of the Bibliography.
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CHAPTER ONE


IN THE BEGINNING





The history of the Jewish people begins with Abraham, the history of the Jewish religion with Moses. That, in essence, is what the Bible says, and the vast majority of modern scholars agree, placing Abraham some time between the twentieth and early sixteenth centuries before the Common Era (2000–1550 BCE), and the Exodus from Egypt in the late Bronze Age (c. 1550–1200 BCE). It is tempting – and many have succumbed to temptation – to be more specific, now that dozens of sites of ancient cities have been excavated in the Middle East, and tens of thousands of documents contemporaneous with the period of Israel’s origins have been analysed. By any objective criterion, though, it is still impossible to write a proper history of the period, because the evidence both from archaeology and from the Bible itself is too limited. The book of Genesis, for example, which narrates the stories of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and the descent into Egypt, depicts its heroes moving through their world almost as though they were alone in it. We could not guess from this account that highly sophisticated cultures had long been in existence. The great empires of the day are barely mentioned; if the pharaohs of Egypt are introduced, it is not by name. In all the Genesis narrative no single figure is named whose identity has, as yet, been established by historical sources. For this reason alone it is impossible to say, within centuries, when Abraham, Isaac and Jacob actually lived.


Equally misinformed, though, is the reaction which concludes that because corroborating evidence is only partial, the biblical accounts of Israel’s origins should therefore be dismissed. There is no scholarly reason to doubt that Abraham did emerge from Mesopotamia, that he and his descendants with their semi-nomadic clans journeyed through Palestine and then spent many years in Egypt, whence they returned to the land which they regarded as promised to their ancestors. Most of the literature of the ancient world – its epic tales, its traditions, its legal and liturgical material – was handed down orally from generation to generation. This was markedly true of the Israelites, with their strong feeling for clan and cult. Folk-memories of their ancestors, tenaciously retold by father to son, survived for centuries, and eventually were written down, to become the early chapters of the Bible.


Using both the Bible and modern knowledge, then, we can reconstruct a plausible background, from which the shadowy figure of Abraham emerges over a distance of nearly four thousand years. The first sobering realization is how little the world has changed. Then as now, rival powers vied for supremacy and individuals were prompted by the same needs, impulses and economic considerations that still motivate human behaviour. Then as now, there was a strong sense that the best had been, that the present compared unfavourably with a glorious past. The essentials of Mesopotamian civilization – essentials that would characterize it for thousands of years to come – had been established by the end of the fourth millennium. Agriculture nourished a growing population, an elaborate system of dykes and drainage-ditches irrigated the land, city-states had been founded.


The years between c. 3300–2800 witnessed in Mesopotamia a burst of progress rarely seen in world history. The land was intensively cultivated, new cities sprang up, mud-brick temples were built on platforms above the level of the flood-waters. The wheel, and ovens for firing pottery, were in widespread use, and a process for pounding and then pouring copper was developed.


Most significant of all was the invention of writing. The threshold of literacy had been crossed some fifteen centuries before the birth of Abraham, and the people who can claim credit for it are the Sumerians. It was they who gave shape to a brilliant culture that survived for over fifteen hundred years, reached its zenith between 2800–2360 and decayed long before the time of the Patriarchs. In its heyday the Sumerian empire extended from the Tigris to the Persian Gulf and from Lebanon to Susa. Its capital city, Ur, had half a million inhabitants engaged in agriculture, manufacture and commerce; but after a last, late cultural flowering, the Third Dynasty of Ur came to an end around 1950 BCE, when the King of Elam sacked and destroyed the city. A period of tension and instability followed, while erstwhile dependencies of Ur – notably Mari, Assyria and Babylon – emerged as ambitious new powers, and jostled for supremacy.


In sharp contrast Egypt, at the other end of the biblical world, was then preparing to enter possibly the most stable and prosperous period of her history. The earliest known cultures in Egypt date from around 4000 BCE. Shut off from Asia by deserts and seas, internally divided by the winding Nile, early Egyptian civilization contrasts poorly with that of Mesopotamia. By 3000 BCE, though, there is evidence of a lively cultural interchange between the two lands, much to Egypt’s benefit. She borrowed heavily from the arts of the Sumerian empire; pottery, architecture and quite possibly even her hieroglyphic script developed under Mesopotamian influence. How these contacts were transmitted and maintained is unknown, but it is logical to assume that a major exchange route passed through Palestine and Syria. With the rise of the Third Dynasty around 2600 BCE, all the significant features of Egyptian culture had assumed forms which one normally associates with them. The pyramids were built, those astonishing examples of technical skill, with over two and a quarter million blocks of hewn stone in the Great Pyramid alone, each an average weight of two and a half tons, reared precisely into place by sheer muscle-power, without benefit of machinery. The copper mines of Sinai were worked, and Byblos was maintained as a vital colonial outlet for transporting the hardwoods of Lebanon into an almost treeless country.


A period of decline followed in the twenty-second and twenty-first centuries, when rival pharaohs claimed the throne, central authority collapsed and provincial administrators virtually ruled as local despots. Trade languished, Asiatic nomads infiltrated the delta, famine was widespread. Eventually a Theban family – the Eleventh Dynasty – reunited the land and restored order.


As the second millennium began, so did the reign of the Twelfth Dynasty, headed by rulers who were, in many respects, the ablest that Egypt ever had. The capital was moved from Thebes to Memphis. Six kings enjoyed reigns of, on average, thirty years apiece. Trade flourished, ambitious engineering projects were undertaken, medicine, mathematics and literature reached new heights of development. When contrasted with the tension and turmoil of Mesopotamia, Egypt’s prosperous stability must have beckoned as temptingly as did America for Europe’s poor in the nineteenth century.


What, at this time, of the territory that lay between Mesopotamia and Egypt, the land of Palestine? All that we know about it suggests a rugged, barren, inhospitable country, sparsely populated by wandering clans. Palestine never was a naturally rich terrain. Even its more favoured and fertile areas, such as the maritime plain, the valley of Jezreel and the oases of the Jordan valley, are at the whim of brief winter rains and long, dry summers. The scrubby hill country offers scanty pasture and watering for flocks. Biblical praises of a land flowing abundantly with ‘milk and honey’ are poetic evocations rather than literal descriptions.


Ancient Palestine had no distinctive culture, no single group of peoples nor ruling dynasty to impose a lasting character upon its civilization. Its earliest population was predominantly Canaanite, their language an ancestor of biblical Hebrew. Many of the towns later mentioned in the Bible – Jericho, Megiddo, Shechem, Gezer, Lachish – were already in existence, but they scarcely compared with the cities of Mesopotamia and Egypt. Between the twenty-third and the twentieth century there is abundant evidence that life in Palestine was severely disrupted by the incursions of semi-nomadic invaders. Towns were destroyed and abandoned east and west of the Jordan, sedentary occupations virtually ceased; indeed, southern Transjordan remained nomads’ country for eight centuries afterwards.


These semi-nomadic invaders were loosely and generally referred to as Amorites (‘Westerners’), a people of northwest Semitic stock. The Arameans, and later the Hebrews, came of Amorite lineage. Since late in the third millennium, the Amorites had been pressing into all parts of the Fertile Crescent, perhaps even as far as Egypt. After the fall of Ur, Amorite dynasties took over nearly every Mesopotamian state. The impetus of their advance soon spilled over into Palestine. The most significant feature of the Amorite conquest was the Amorites’ ability to adapt to, and if need be to change, existing cultures. Adaptability is the crucial characteristic of the patriarchal way of life; without being fanciful we can assert that this quality above all others has determined Jewish survival until the present day.


It would be ridiculous, on the basis of a tenuous character trait, to try and forge some link between the Abraham of the biblical narratives and the modern Jew living in Jerusalem, New York or London. The reasons for regarding Abraham as the ancestor of the Jewish people are fundamental, and will be outlined in the next section. For the present, having described the world in which Abraham would have led his life and fulfilled his destiny, let us content ourselves with the assumption that it was either as part, or in the wake, of the Amorite advance into Palestine, that Abraham and his clan journeyed from Mesopotamia some time between 2000 and 1550 BCE.


THE PATRIARCHS AND THE DESCENT INTO EGYPT


We have sketched in the historical background against which the patriarchal narratives of Genesis 12–50 take place. These chapters knit together several ancient traditions of diverse origin. According to Genesis, Abraham left his father’s land at the command of the one true God. The Covenant he made with this God was faithfully upheld by his son Isaac and his grandson Jacob – later called Israel – who roamed the land of Canaan sustained by God’s promise that one day it would belong to their seed, a progeny as numerous as the stars in the sky and the sand of the seashore. After Jacob’s son Joseph rose to a high position at the pharaoh’s court, Jacob and his eleven other sons – the progenitors of the twelve tribes of Israel – settled in the fertile land of Goshen, basking in Joseph’s reflected glory. Yet when Jacob was about to die at a ripe old age, his last, urgent request was not to be buried in Egypt, but back in the land of his forefathers. The funeral cortège that accompanied Jacob’s body was but a rehearsal for the momentous Exodus which would take place many years later, when all the children of Israel would return to the land which their God had originally promised to Abraham.


Any telling of history means, in a sense, imposing the orderly, causal logic of hindsight on events that at the time seemed disorderly, arbitrary and haphazard. There could have been no tidy pattern of progress whereby Abraham’s Covenant with God reached its predestined fulfilment under Moses and Joshua several centuries later – unless, and this condition is crucial to a proper and sympathetic appreciation of the Bible – unless one recognizes the basic premise of every known and unknown biblical author, which is, quite simply, that a special relationship exists between God and His chosen people, Israel; that God supports, guides, exhorts and occasionally even intervenes in the history of this people; and that no matter how rebellious, stiff-necked or deservedly punished the chosen people are, God will never ultimately desert them, nor they Him.


Such a momentous premise will inevitably allow history to be interpreted in a particular – some would say distorted – way. This premise will give a point and purpose to the roles of individuals and the affairs of nations; people fulfil their destiny at divine behest, whether aware of it or not. The lives of men and women, the rise and fall of empires, are part of a divine master-plan – at times but dimly understood – which will culminate in nothing less than the establishment of God’s kingdom on earth, through the special agency of His people, Israel.


It is essential to emphasize this sense of Israel’s destiny and mission if one is to understand properly the history of the Jewish people and the Jewish religion, not only as it happened but as the Jews themselves interpreted it as happening. Without such a resolute faith in their own significance, this tiny, persecuted, exiled people would long since have disappeared; would never have maintained their distinctive cultural identity; would never have given birth to the two other monotheistic religions of western civilization. The reader may, or may not, accept the religious assumptions of the Bible; that is a matter of belief. What he can confidently accept, supported by most authoritative modern scholarship, is the presumptive veracity of the biblical narratives. Not surprisingly, the narratives draw from every incident a conclusion which validates the special relationship between God and His chosen people. Yet by and large the background details, locales and circumstances of each incident – even the earliest historical ones – are at least plausible, and at best (as in I and II Kings, for example) independently confirmed by other sources.


Bearing this in mind then, let us start with Abraham, complementing the biblical narrative, where possible, with the impartial evidence of archaeology and research. The Bible mentions Haran, in upper Mesopotamia, as the starting point for Abraham’s journey. His father, Terah, had migrated to Haran from Ur. The religion in Mesopotamia at this time (as in Egypt) was a highly developed polytheism, with the gods ranged in a complex pantheon. Abraham’s forebears had worshipped these gods. Bidden by the voice of his ‘new’ God, Abraham set out with his clan and flocks – as part of that semi-nomadic migration which brought a new population to Palestine in the early centuries of the second millennium – towards the unknown land which his God would show him. His journey was in that sense an act of faith. We cannot, though, properly talk of Abraham as the first monotheist. Abraham – and Isaac and Jacob after him – undertook by free and personal choice to worship their God, to whom they thereafter entrusted themselves and their families. The patriarchal religion was thus a clan religion, in which the patron God was worshipped above, but not necessarily to the exclusion of, all other gods.


It was a religion of simple piety, its ceremonies performed wherever the clan happened to be, by the Patriarch himself. In that respect it differed significantly from the official polytheism of Mesopotamia with its organized clergy. It also differed from the fertility cults of Canaan, of whose orgies there is no trace in the Genesis narrative. The story of the attempted sacrifice of Isaac is an early protest against their practice of child sacrifice. As the Patriarchs moved into Palestine they came into contact with existing shrines. There they worshipped their own clan deity under his various names; El, El Shaddai, El Elyon, etc., titles which evoked a God who is most high, enduring in power, who watches over the affairs of His people.


The Patriarchs and their clans wandered in Transjordan, the central mountains of Palestine and the Negev desert. That some followers intermarried, assimilated, went their separate ways, yet still retained ties of kinship is attested by the stories of Lot, Ishmael and Esau. Above all, the Patriarchs maintained contact with their Aramean relatives in Mesopotamia, preferring their sons’ wives to come from ‘back home’ rather than from among the local Canaanite population. The Bible depicts the Patriarchs as men of peace, anxious to coexist amicably with their neighbours, either because they were neither numerous nor strong enough to be able to afford the enmity of more powerful chiefs, or because – certainly this is the impression one receives from the portrait of Abraham in the Bible – they were of courteous, hospitable but retiring dispositions. On occasion, though, they resorted to arms, the classical example being in Genesis 14, where, in order to rescue Lot, Abraham and 318 retainers pursued the invading kings. It is here that the term ‘Hebrew’ is first used in order to describe the ancestors of the tribe of Israel. The word ‘Hebrew’ (ivri) is popularly derived either from Eber, the name of Israel’s traditional progenitor (Genesis 11:14–17) or, more fancifully, from a word meaning ‘the other side’, since Abraham and his clan came from the other side of the Euphrates. More probably, though, it is similar etymologically to the names Khapiru, Apiru or Habiru, a designation abundantly used in Mesopotamian and Egyptian texts to describe a nomadic people found all over western Asia from c. 2000 BCE until about the eleventh century. These Khapiru were usually semi-nomads, without rank or citizenship in the existing social structure, at times living peacefully, at others hiring themselves out as mercenaries, occasionally settling in towns. When driven by need they would even sell themselves as slaves. If the term ‘Khapiru’ was used to describe an alien population as loosely and as generally as we give such blanket descriptions nowadays, then undoubtedly Abraham and his clan would have been classified among them.


It was Jacob, the most complex, passionate and ‘driven’ of the Patriarchs, who, after a mysterious spiritual struggle at Jabbok ford, was renamed Israel – ‘the champion of El’ – and thereby gave to the descendants of the Abrahamic family the name by which they were ultimately known. His favourite son, Joseph, rose to become viceroy of Egypt at a time when that country was under the domination of the Hyksos. The term ‘Hyksos’ means ‘foreign chiefs’ and was applied to Asiatic invaders by the pharaohs of the Middle Kingdom. Predominantly of north-west Semitic stock, the Hyksos worshipped Canaanite gods, especially Ba’al. Most of their rulers were Canaanite or Amorite princes from Palestine, and therefore they were closely akin to the Hebrews. The Hyksos ruled Egypt from their newly founded capital of Avaris (later known as Tanis) from approximately 1690 to 1580. It is plausible to place Joseph’s premiership, and as a consequence, the descent of his family into Egypt, some time during this period. They came in order to take advantage of his prestige and Egypt’s prosperity, and the book of Genesis ends with Jacob’s ever-increasing clan established, seemingly permanently, in the fertile land of Goshen, their generations of wandering over.


But it was not to be. As the second book of the Bible, Exodus, puts it, ‘there arose a new king over Egypt, who did not know Joseph.’ It was Amosis, the founder of the Eighteenth Dynasty, who repeatedly attacked the Hyksos, capturing their capital around 1550 and finally expelling them from Egypt. His reign ushered in the period of Egypt’s empire, when she became indisputably the greatest power in the world of that day. Under Thutmosis III (c. 1490–1435) her boundaries extended northward to the upper reaches of the Euphrates, and southward to the fourth cataract of the Nile, in Nubia. This empire remained intact until the fourteenth century BCE, when a religious revolution threatened to destroy it. The young King Amenophis IV declared the sun god, Aten, to be the sole deity, changed his name to Akhenaten, and built himself a new capital in the god’s honour. Less than a century before the probable dates of Moses and the Exodus, a religion of monotheistic character had emerged in Egypt.


The Aten cult was bitterly opposed by the established priesthood and the conservative masses. The repercussions of the controversy severely threatened Egypt’s position abroad, as the Amarna letters reveal. Written by the pharaoh’s vassals in Palestine, Phoenicia and as far afield as Babylon, these letters show an empire in uproar and rebellion. Frequently mentioned among the seditious troublemakers, brigands and disturbers of the peace are – the Khapiru.


Akhenaten died, possibly assassinated, and his successors removed all traces of his heresy. They also set out to recoup Egypt’s losses in Asia, which made war with the powerful Hittite kingdom of Asia Minor inevitable. Sethos I (c. 1309–1290) regained control of Palestine. His successor Ramesses II (c. 1290–1224) was involved for over a decade in a large-scale, indecisive war against the Hittites, until exhaustion forced both sides to a peace treaty.


The cessation of hostilities enabled Ramesses to embark on a vast building programme. Avaris, now once more the capital, was renamed ‘The House of Ramesses’. According to Exodus 1:11, Hebrews were forced to labour at the building of the cities of Pithom, in northeastern Egypt, and Raamses. In the texts of this period, Khapiru are frequently mentioned as state slaves working on royal projects. The only reason for not asserting with total confidence that the Exodus from Egypt took place during the first three-quarters, probably the first half, of the thirteenth century, is because the Bible explicitly states (I Kings 6:1) that it was 480 years from the Exodus to the dedication of Solomon’s Temple. This would place the Exodus earlier, in the fifteenth century, at the time of the upheaval and dissolution described in the Amarna letters. Since, however, forty is a popular biblical number for a generation (as in the forty years spent wandering in the wilderness), it is likely that this 480 years is itself a round number for twelve generations. The insistence of Exodus 12:40 that it was 430 years, to the day, for Israel’s stay in Egypt, is not to be taken too seriously. It is contradicted by Genesis 15:13, which mentions 400 years for the sojourn, and by the Greek translation of the Bible, the Septuagint, which makes the 430 years cover the wanderings of the Patriarchs in Palestine as well; if we accepted the genealogy of Exodus 6:16–20, where Moses is said to have been a grandson of Kohath, son of Levi, who entered Egypt with Jacob, then the stay in Egypt would be reduced to three generations.


In addition, such archaeological evidence as we have requires us to date Joshua’s conquest of the Promised Land late in the thirteenth century. Taking biblical narrative and historical record together, we can say with a fair degree of certainty that Sethos I was the pharaoh ‘who did not know Joseph’, and Ramesses II the pharaoh in whose reign the Exodus took place.


The successful escape of a party of slaves was an affair of little significance to the Egyptians, not meriting an entry in their records. To the Hebrews it was an event of cosmic importance, preceded by miraculous plagues and accelerated by the direct intervention of God Himself, who brought them from bondage to freedom, from darkness to light, from paganism to the worship of the one true God.


The architect of the Exodus, and the leader who patiently turned a rabble of debased fugitives into a cohesive, ethically refined, monotheistic people was one remarkable man, Moses.
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CHAPTER TWO


EXODUS, COVENANT AND CONQUEST





MOSES


The Exodus from Egypt, and the still more momentous giving of the law at Mount Sinai which followed, are events which require a great personality behind them; and a faith as unique as Israel’s demands a founder, as surely as did its daughter religions, Christianity and Islam. We know nothing about Moses except what the Bible tells us. Yet there can be no doubt that he was, as the Pentateuch portrays him, the leader, guide and mentor who patiently moulded his people to worship and have respect for the one God, Yahweh.


The religion which Moses founded is still tenaciously maintained over three thousand years after his death. One cannot even begin to assess the magnitude of Moses’s achievement unless one supplements the biblical record with a liberal use of the imagination. This is not to plead for a flight of fancy, but to suggest that the gift of inspired leadership, of charisma, cannot be defined solely by the accounts of those present. Which is why, after all the voluminous assessments of Moses by scholars, historians, psychiatrists, believers and debunkers, it is a great novelist, Thomas Mann, who, in his short story, ‘The Two Tablets of the Law’, probably comes closest, with certain reservations, to catching both the essence of Moses’s personality and the nature of his mission.


According to the Bible, Moses was the adopted son of an Egyptian princess. His name – from a verb meaning to beget – is an element in such names as Thutmosis, Ramesses, etc., and the prevalence of Egyptian names among the Hebrews, especially in the tribe of Levi, is objective support for the tradition of Israel’s slavery in Egypt. No people would willingly invent for its origins such a story of debased servitude.


Of the Exodus itself we have no extra-biblical evidence. Just as the Israelites were unlikely to make central to their faith a story of degradation, unless it did indeed culminate in redemption, so too the Egyptians were unlikely to record a reverse in which they had been outwitted by runaway slaves. It is impossible to estimate how many slaves actually escaped. The Bible talks of 600,000 men bearing arms, as well as women and children, and an accompanying ‘mixed multitude’ – perhaps three million people in all. Far more likely is the alternative biblical tradition of Jacob’s seventy followers who settled and multiplied in Egypt, their needs adequately cared for by only two midwives (Exodus 1:15–22), who escaped in a single night and cringed before the larger Egyptian army sent to pursue them; perhaps five or six thousand souls in all.


The exact location of the Exodus is uncertain, especially since the Hebrews crossed a sea (yam suf) which is usually but incorrectly translated as the Red Sea, when it is properly the Reed Sea. In all probability this was a body of water to the east of Avaris, and the crossing took place near to the present-day El Qantara on the Suez Canal. The fugitives, penned between the sea and the Egyptian cavalry, were saved when a wind drove the water back, allowing them to pass. Their heavily-armed pursuers were caught by the returning tide in the reedy, marshy waters, and many of them drowned.


In truth, though, a precise reconstruction of the Exodus is no more essential than is a ‘naturalistic’ interpretation of the alleged ten plagues which preceded it. What is evident and undeniable is the effect it had on the Hebrews themselves. Ever afterwards it was remembered as the supreme manifestation of God’s power in the cause of His people. It marked their birth as a nation. Each festival of Passover, on the anniversary of the passing out of Egypt, the details are retold by parent to child as though they, too, had been present at the deliverance.


From the Bible itself we get a clear indication of the difficulty Moses had in convincing the children of Israel that they should make a bid for freedom. They would not listen to him because of ‘impatience of spirit and hard bondage’, suspicious, no doubt, of a liberator with royal connections. Certainly he moved in and out of the pharaoh’s palace with a strange immunity, considering his outrageous demand: that the Hebrews be allowed to go free, in order to worship their God.


Who was this God? In His first ‘call’ to Moses, He is identified as ‘The Lord, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’. Pressed by Moses to communicate a name which would assure the Hebrew slaves that he was also their God, the enigmatic reply came back (Exodus 3:14), ‘Ehyeh asher Ehyeh’ – usually translated as ‘I am that I am’. There is copious discussion among scholars, and little agreement, as to the meaning of this name (see also here). In the course of time Yahweh or Jehovah became a name used by non-Jews for the Jewish God.


Whether or not Yahweh was worshipped before Moses – perhaps among the Midianite clans of the Sinai peninsula where Moses’s father-in-law was a priest – is neither known nor is it important. What cannot be denied is that through Moses Yahwism was given a special content and meaning. Yahweh alone was God, brooking no rivals. He was the Creator of all things, without intermediary, assistance, pantheon, consort or progeny. Other gods might exist for other people, but for Israel Yahweh was the only God, it was His mighty acts that had created the world, His power that ruled the cosmos, His special concern that had forged a covenant with the Patriarchs. Whatever our modern-day philosophical or linguistic quibbles, there can be little argument that the religion which Moses impressed upon his people was monotheism. Furthermore, it was ethical monotheism; God, who was all-good, all-just, all-merciful, demanded goodness, justice and mercy of the Hebrews. He bade them never to forget that once they had been slaves in Egypt and knew, therefore, what it was to be a stranger and a slave.


The religious consequences of worshipping Yahweh came later, at Sinai. First Moses had to convince the Hebrews to trust in their God. This he did with the help of his brother, Aaron, a skilful orator. Together they demonstrated how Yahweh was the link between past and future, between the dimly remembered glory of the Patriarchs and the still-to-be-fulfilled promise of permanent settlement in the land of Israel. It was Yahweh, Moses reminded them, whom Abraham, Isaac and Jacob had worshipped, albeit under other names, and it was Yahweh who would keep faith with their downtrodden descendants. Slowly, patiently, citing, as signs of His power, here an epidemic of boils, there an outbreak of cattle disease, Moses instilled in the slaves confidence in Yahweh. Eventually the day came when, after preparations, which were ritual-like in their solemnity, they were ready to be led into the unknown by their God.


And so the Exodus took place. The brittleness of the Hebrews’ faith quickly became apparent. No sooner were the Egyptian cavalry sighted than the people railed against Moses. They begged to be returned to a slavery which hadn’t been so bad after all. That crisis negotiated, the wilderness wandering began. It was a motley army that Moses led. The ‘mixed multitude’ (Exodus 12:38; Numbers 11:4) that escaped with Jacob’s descendants was presumably made up of other fugitive slaves, perhaps Khapiru, possibly even Egyptians (Leviticus 24:10). Moses’s father-in-law Jethro and his Midianite clan joined Israel on the march. Other groups, certainly Edomite ones, would have attached themselves during the wilderness period and accepted the religious traditions, the ritual observances and the rigorous legal code which Moses imposed upon his followers. Working day and night, he was turning a rabble into a people; a people with its own distinctive faith.


THE REVELATION AT MOUNT SINAI


It was at Mount Sinai that Israel received the Covenant and the law which transformed her into a religious people. The location of Sinai, or Horeb as it is also called, is uncertain. Its traditonal site is at Jebel Musa, situated near the southern tip of the Sinai peninsula. Some scholars, however, believing that the language of Exodus 19:16–19 suggests a volcanic eruption, prefer a location east of the Gulf of Aqaba, where extinct volcanoes are to be found. Again, one is bound to ask the pedant if the exact spot really matters. The Bible narrates the circumstances in a manner so impressive that clearly a never-to-be-forgotten act of affirmation took place there.


According to the Bible, it was in the third month of their Exodus from Egypt that the children of Israel came into the wilderness of Sinai. There, after three days of preparing themselves, on a morning of thunder and lightning and thick cloud, the people gathered at the foot of Mount Sinai. The mountain itself was covered in smoke because the Lord descended upon it in fire. God came down to Mount Sinai and spoke to Moses. When Moses returned to the people, God proclaimed the Ten Commandments. And the children of Israel, watching the thunder and lightning and the smoking mountain from afar, were frightened and begged Moses to stop God speaking to them, for fear they would die: but Moses reassured them.


That is how Exodus 19–20 tells the story of the revelation at Mount Sinai. And ever after it was regarded quite simply as the greatest event in the history of the people. The giving of the Torah – usually translated as law, but more accurately, teaching – was proof of God’s special Covenant with Israel and confirmation of the original promise He made to Abraham. It was an event of such crucial significance that even the biblical description of it was deemed inadequate. A later commentary described it thus: ‘When God revealed the Torah, no bird chirped, no fowl beat its wings, no ox bellowed, the angels did not sing, the sea did not stir, no creature uttered a sound; the world was silent and still and the Divine Voice spoke’ (Midrash, Exodus Rabbah, 29:9). The Torah was God’s greatest gift to Israel, and the proper vocation for a Jew was to turn it over and over, for everything was contained in it. Not only those who stood at Sinai, but generations yet unborn were irrevocably bound by the divine exhortation, ‘You shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.’ Israel’s chosenness and Israel’s mission were authenticated by that revelation in the third month after the departure from Egypt.


For centuries, no Jew would have dared to question the biblical account of the giving of the Law. It was in the Bible, the Bible was the word of God, therefore it must be true. God’s role in history and Israel’s role as God’s witness were dependent upon it. To query it was to deny God. As a consequence of the Sinaitic Revelation the Israelite religion developed, based on the Tabernacle (later to become the Temple), the priesthood and sacrifice. Later, the prophets were to stress a different aspect of the revelation, emphasizing its ethical demands above the requirements of ritual. In the first centuries CE a balance was sought between the spirit and the letter of the law, so that fulfilling the demands of the revelation became a way of daily life. The medieval philosophers justified Judaism on the basis of the theophany at Sinai. Spinoza queried it – and was excommunicated for his heretical views by the Amsterdam Jewish community. The early leaders of the nineteenth-century Reform movement were vilified for reinterpreting the revelation symbolically. As recently as 1963, Anglo-Jewry’s outstanding scholar was denied the principalship of Jews’ College because he did not accept literally the biblical account of Torah min ha-shamayim – the law given from heaven at Sinai by God Himself. What the dogma of the Resurrection is to Christianity, the dogma of the Revelation at Sinai is to Judaism. There is no practising Jew who would deny the momentous happening at Sinai: its details are shrouded in the mists of antiquity, its results are tangible. Where differences occur they are only differences in the degree to which the Sinaitic Torah is regarded as immutable and all-authoritative. The Jew who describes himself as Orthodox would claim that he has no right to add to or subtract one iota from the Mosaic law; he is willingly bound by the biblical account and by the chain of tradition which developed as a result of it. It is true that, as the great Orthodox scholar, Solomon Schechter, pointed out, the 613 commandments of the Torah are, for all practical purposes, now reduced to about one hundred, if we exclude ‘conventional’ prohibitions against murder, theft, adultery, etc., and those commandments specifically connected with the land of Palestine and the Temple. Yet for the fundamentalist Jew, laws of sacrifice or of the Jubilee year (described in Leviticus 25:8 ff.) are not abrogated, but merely in abeyance: he has no man-given right to reject divine commands. Moses Maimonides stressed the equal importance of all of the Pentateuch by stating that there is no difference between verses like ‘The sons of Ham: Cush, Egypt, Put and Canaan’ (Genesis 10:6) and the Ten Commandments. The non-fundamentalist Jew, on the other hand, is readier both to limit the scope of the Sinaitic revelation, and to extend it. He will differentiate between a sublime piece of timeless legislation such as the so-called ‘holiness code’ in Leviticus 19, and cruder injunctions about treatment of lepers or women suspected of adultery, which betray attitudes prevalent at the time of composition but which are no longer acceptable today. On the other hand, he will recognize as Torah not only the legislation of Moses but also the visions of the prophets, the commentaries of the rabbis, the insights of the mystics and all wise and noble guidance in the way of holiness. For him, the Torah has never ceased to grow.


The often bitter division of modern Judaism into Orthodox and Progressive factions stems from these contrasting attitudes to revelation. (For the divergent approaches to Judaism, see here.) Yet, though differing in the obedience they offer to the folk-memory of the revelation at Sinai, Orthodox and Progressive Jews are united in recognizing its unique importance. It gave to a group of recently freed slaves self-esteem and a sense of mission: to become a people of priests and a holy nation. The person responsible for working the transformation was Moses.


*


According to the Bible, the next stopping place for the Israelites after the great Covenant at Sinai was the oasis of Kadesh, fifty miles south of Beersheba. There they remained for some considerable time. We can surmise that at Kadesh Moses and the appointed elders, the ‘men of truth, hating unjust gain’, began to implement the law which had been accepted at Sinai. The similarities of Mosaic law to second millennium Mesopotamian law codes – especially the codification written by Hammurabi (1728–1686) – are well known and not surprising, given the cultural background from which the Hebrews came. What is distinctive and characteristic about Mosaic legislation is its insistence that human conduct must pass the test of divine approbation or displeasure. Stated apodictically (thou shalt/shalt not), a major category of Israelite law enumerates the ways in which a person should behave if he wishes to find favour not only among his fellows, but, more importantly, with Yahweh. Tradition would have it that Moses wrote all of the laws in the Pentateuch. Clearly this is not so; the ceremony of the first fruits, for example (Deuteronomy 26:1–10), or the proclamation of the Jubilee, are backward projections, from a later time when the land had long been settled. But the stress which all subsequent legislation placed upon the Covenant entered into at Sinai is in itself witness to the lasting influence of Moses the lawgiver. He was, in the simile used by Thomas Mann to describe Moses’s relationship with his people, like a sculptor hewing and chipping and moulding a refractory piece of marble, until one day he could eventually say of it that it had been fashioned into a form pleasing to God.


After further wandering in the wilderness, which cannot be clarified in detail (sometimes because the biblical place names cannot be attached to specific locations, sometimes because the accounts are impossible to harmonize), the Israelites made a great detour through Transjordan. An authentic enough picture emerges, though, from the welter of incidents described in the Bible. Israel’s routes are those of nomads who cannot stray far from water, and who have to fight their way in hostile territory. Forty years is the round figure given for what must have been a lengthy and dangerous quest for the Promised Land. The detour through Transjordan accords well with known conditions in the thirteenth century, when the frontiers of Edom and Moab were secured by a line of fortresses and the arable land in the south was occupied by the Amalekites. Their entry barred from the south, the Israelities forced their way into Palestine by crossing the Jordan. They attacked and destroyed the kingdom of Heshbon (Numbers 21:21–32), which gave them control of most of the land between the Arnon and Jabbok rivers. The alarm occasioned by the advance of this tough and, by now, disciplined and highly motivated fighting force, is reflected in the Balaam stories and poems of chapters 22–24 in the book of Numbers. No doubt some inhabitants preferred to make alliances with the Israelites rather than fight them. After all, much of the population of Palestine was of the same stock as the Hebrews. This fact has caused copious but ultimately fruitless controversy among scholars as to which of the so-called twelve tribes originally descended into Egypt, which actually participated in the Exodus and the Sinaitic revelation and which afterwards joined the swelling army commanded by Moses and, after his death, by Joshua. All we can say with certainty is that the origins of what later became the people Israel are complex and diverse, that onto the nucleus who left Egypt some elements would have assimilated voluntarily, being of similar language and culture, while others were absorbed through conquest; but common to all was an acceptance of Exodus and Sinai as their crucial, formative events. In that sense the Bible is profoundly correct in stating that all Israel, even generations yet unborn, stood at Sinai to receive the law.


Somewhere east of the Jordan, and before the last great onslaught into Palestine, Moses died. It seems so unjust, so sad, that he should not live to see the realization of his dreams, that the Bible imputes to him a minor error for which this was his punishment. Fifteen centuries later the rabbis were still pondering the reasons for his death so near to the Promised Land, and devising all manner of ingenious explanations for it. The simple, prosaic answer could well be exhaustion and old age. Perhaps, too, there is in the death of this great religious figure a powerful and universal metaphor about the human condition. Our reach exceeds our grasp; we behold the Promised Land from afar, knowing we can never attain it. And yet, we must keep on trying. That is the nature of the religious life.


THE PROMISED LAND


The conquest of Palestine was, as depicted in the book of Joshua, a bloody and brutal business. It was the holy war of Yahweh, by which He gave to His people the land originally promised to the Patriarchs. Archaeological evidence abundantly testifies to widespread devastation visited upon southern Palestine in the latter half of the thirteenth century. Israel’s victories caused whole clans to join her in solemn covenant. Among those thus absorbed were groups of Khapiru, the populace of various towns in central Palestine, some Galilean elements, and the Kenizites and Kenites in the south. Israel’s tribal structure speedily filled out with the influx of these new adherents, and her history as a recognizable, corporate people, living in its own land, may be said to have begun.


Early Israel was not, though, either a racial or a national unity. She was a confederation of clans united under Yahweh. The usual name given to this confederation is ‘amphictyony’, from the Greek word for a sacral league. Certain amphictyonies, for example the Delphic league and the Etruscan league of Koltumna, are known to have had twelve members, just as the Israelite amphictyony was made up of twelve clans claiming descent from Jacob. Having twelve members was hardly coincidental, but rather was dictated by the requirement of a monthly turn at maintaining the central shrine. This was at Shiloh, where the ark of the Covenant was housed. The ark was the dwelling-place of the invisible Yahweh, originally constructed in the desert, where it had been referred to as the tent of meeting. The twelve tribes of the Israelite amphictyony had no central government, no capital city, no national administration; they remained autonomous, and organized their own systems of self-government. On certain great annual feast-days the tribesmen would present themselves before Yahweh and renew their allegiance to Him. This was done at the feast of unleavened bread (Passover), the feast of weeks, and the feast of the ingathering. These nature festivals, far older than Israel, were invested with religious significance and became occasions for celebrating the mighty acts Yahweh had performed to help His special people.


Above all else it was subservience to Yahweh and His law that held together this precarious tribal federation for about two hundred years. During this time the newcomers to Palestine were involved in continual, if intermittent, fighting. Their territory was fragmented: although the mountainous areas of Palestine were largely under Israelite control, a people appeared on the scene, approximately a generation after Israel’s own arrival, and settled on the coast; a people who would give their name to Palestine – the Philistines. They came nominally as vassals of the Pharaoh Ramesses III (c. 1175–1144), who, from the fifth year of his reign, was desperately engaged in trying to repel the invasion of the Peoples of the Sea who were swarming down the Mediterranean coast and spreading destruction from Ugarit in the north to Ashkelon in the south. The Philistines and the Israelites did not immediately come to blows. However, tension was inevitable, first because the Philistines adopted the religious culture of Canaan, which was obnoxious to the worshippers of Yahweh; second because the Philistines enjoyed a local monopoly on the manufacture of iron, which gave them a tremendous military advantage they were keen to exploit.


The amphictyony was not only threatened along the coast. The Galilean tribes were separated from each other by Canaanite enclaves in the plain of Esdraelon. Between eastern and western tribes lay the deep Jordan rift. Local interests naturally tended to take precedence over the common good and the existing Canaanite religion, with its fertility gods, must have beckoned enticingly. If not for the spiritual power of the Covenant tradition and the loyalty which the worship of Yahweh invoked, early Israel would scarcely have held together.


THE RULE OF THE JUDGES


That Israel did hold together, and, without the benefit of a centralized government, managed to beat off invaders, was due to a group of leaders known as the judges. The book of Judges is itself our major source of information about Israel’s fluctuating fortunes in the years of settlement. From it we learn that in times of danger there would arise a judge, upon whom ‘the spirit of the Lord came’. He would call the tribes out to repel the foe, and those who failed to respond were execrated, for the call to arms was the call to fight in Yahweh’s holy war. The judge was in no sense a king. His authority was neither absolute nor hereditary, but depended rather upon personal qualities, which won the people’s confidence, which said that here indeed was Yahweh’s representative. In both character and personality the judges differed greatly. Gideon reluctantly accepted his role after a profound spiritual experience. Jephthah was a shrewd bandit, Samson a bawdy rogue, Deborah an implacably determined woman. Yet all of them had the ability, in times of crisis, to rally the tribes most seriously threatened by danger.


The amphictyony and the judges kept Israel intact from the end of the thirteenth century until approximately 1050 BCE. Although Israel probably held less territory in the eleventh century than when she first invaded Palestine, and although the attraction of pagan, Canaanite cults had in places eroded the spare purity of her Yahwist faith, she had successfully repelled military and cultural attack; specifically, she had resisted any movement to imitate the city-state pattern of Canaan or to institute a monarchy. Yahweh as king was the ultimate overlord of His people, and it was He who would save them.


So matters might have gone on indefinitely, had not the Philistine crisis intervened, confronting Israel with an emergency with which the amphictyony was inadequate to cope.
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CHAPTER THREE


KINGS AND PROPHETS: FROM SAMUEL TO THE BABYLONIAN CAPTIVITY





The Philistines were originally of Aegean descent, but once settled in Palestine they readily assimilated with the existing Canaanite culture and religion. They were tough soldiers, well-armed, with iron weapons (as the description of Goliath’s armour in I Samuel 17:5–7 testifies), skilful in the deployment of chariots. Their centre of power was vested in five cities, closely linked: Gaza, Ashkelon, Ashdod, Ekron and Gath. Each was ruled by a local tyrant who was, however, unlike the twelve tribes of the amphictyony, always willing to make common cause with his fellows. The collapse of Egypt’s empire under its Twentieth and Twenty-first Dynasties tempted the Philistines to expand into territory which had recently belonged to the pharaohs. The ill-trained, ill-equipped Israelite tribal levies, reliant upon an inspirational judge, were no match for such a foe. Some time after 1050 BCE, near Aphek on the coastal plain, the Israelite army was routed and the ark of the Covenant captured. The shrine of the amphictyony at Shiloh was destroyed and the Philistines set up garrisons at strategic points throughout the land.


For these events and the history of the subsequent century, we have at our disposal sources that are detailed, vividly written and of undoubted authenticity (I and II Samuel, I Kings, chapters 1–11). Their eye-witness flavour is accepted by modern scholars, who date these biblical books as being contemporaneous, or nearly so, with the events described.





SAMUEL AND SAUL


One man guided Israel through the dark days at the beginning of this period: Samuel. Before his birth he had been dedicated to Yahweh by a Nazirite vow; he spent his youth at the central shrine of Shiloh as a protégé of the old priest Eli. When Shiloh fell he returned to his ancestral home at Raman, where he enjoyed fame as a holy man and a seer. He was both a priest and a successor to the judges, moving in a regular circuit between certain important shrines, administering Covenant law among the tribes and keeping alive the amphictyonic tradition.


It was inevitable, given the Philistine occupation, the prestige Samuel enjoyed and perhaps his own personality, that he should become the first and best-known instance of a type that frequently appears throughout Israelite history: the religious leader who embroils himself in politics. Samuel must have realized, as did the people, that the only way to expel the Philistines was by uniting behind a strong military leader: a king perhaps. Yet monarchy was an institution totally foreign to Israel’s tradition. The reluctance, doubt and divisiveness occasioned by such a radical innovation are reflected in the two parallel biblical accounts of Saul’s election, one tacitly favourable to the monarchy, the other bitterly hostile.


We can be sure that Samuel’s personal feelings were extremely complex. Certainly they remain enigmatic. The exigencies of the situation demanded a charismatic leader, but the emergence of such a leader would necessarily detract from Samuel’s own authority. Perhaps that was why he either chose and anointed Saul himself (the first account, I Samuel 9:1 to 10:16), or grudgingly consented to popular demand and presided over Saul’s election at Mizpah (the second account, I Samuel 10:17–27). Either way, he hoped to be able to manipulate the people’s choice. Saul was handsome, charming, dashingly courageous, but, when all is said and done, still a country boy, from the small town of Gibeah in the territory of Benjamin; no match intellectually for the subtle and experienced priest. Saul’s early career fulfilled all expectations. A great victory over the Ammonites was followed by a campaign against the Philistines which successfully drove them from the heartland of Israel. Initially Saul enjoyed a popularity among the tribes and therefore received corresponding loyalty from them, greater than that achieved by any of the judges before him. He was the national, not merely a tribal, king.


Yet his trappings of royalty were exceedingly modest. Archaeology reveals his seat at Gibeah to have been of rustic simplicity; he had no magnificent court, no harem, only his cousin Abner to command the levies. Tribal autonomy and self-government were left intact. To begin with, certainly, Saul deferred to Samuel, but their uneasy rapport did not last. Inevitable tension between religious and temporal authority was the cause; first, an accusation that the king had usurped the function of the amphityonic priesthood, then that he had ignored the cherem – a feature of sacral law regarding the conduct of a holy war. Samuel publicly revoked Saul’s designation.


It was the beginning of the end for Saul. Ultimately, he was a tragic figure: his whole reign was taken up with war. The incessant pressures of his position, the dichotomy between his royal authority and his simple upbringing were too much for a temperament that, at the best of times, was volatile. He became melancholic and withdrawn, giving way to fits of depression in which only music could soothe him. The advent of a popular new hero, young David, drove Saul to obsessive paranoia. He became convinced that everyone, even his own son, Jonathan, and his closest retainers, were plotting against him.


THE HOUSE OF DAVID


Later generations were to idealize David as a great folk hero, ‘the sweet singer of Israel’, from whose lineage the Messiah himself would come. Certainly, as we shall see, under his rule Israel achieved a unity, military strength and territorial size the like of which she would never know again. Yet the real David was far removed from, and more interesting than, his later legend. He was very much a man of flesh and blood, in whom sensuality mingled with spirituality, raw ambition with generous altruism, severity with indulgence.


His youth was one of golden promise. He early gained fame by some spectacular feat of arms, possibly by killing the Philistine hero, Goliath, in single combat (II Samuel 21:9 instead credits the feat to one Elhanan). His skill with the lyre brought him to the notice of Saul, for whom he would play when the king’s black moods descended. He won the deep friendship of the king’s son, Jonathan, and the hand of Saul’s daughter, Michal, in marriage. Perhaps he did not mask his ambitions sufficiently well, or perhaps the king was by now no longer of balanced mind. Made insanely jealous by David’s growing popularity, Saul tried to kill him. David was forced to flee. The priestly family of Shiloh who unwittingly aided him in his flight were butchered by the enraged king. By such a shocking act Saul alienated the old amphictyonic order and drove its priesthood into support of David. Back in his native Judah, David gathered around him an army of desperadoes and pursued a precarious bandit-like existence, striking at the Philistines when opportunity offered, continually dodging Saul’s pursuit, exacting protection from wealthy citizens and finally offering his services as a mercenary to Achish, king of Gath, who was delighted to employ such a notable defector, accepting David as a vassal and giving him the town of Ziklag in the Negev as a feudal holding. Although naturally expected to make as much trouble for Israel as possible, David played a dangerous and devious game, feeding Achish false reports about his raids – which were, in reality, against the desert Amalekites – and distributing the plundered booty among the towns and clans of the Negev of Judah, to convince his people that he was still their loyal friend.


Shortly afterwards, the Philistines marshalled their forces for the decisive encounter with Saul. The armies met at Mount Gilboa. Why Saul allowed himself to be drawn into battle at a time and place so unsuitable to his own forces, is only explicable as the action of a desperate and doomed man – one for whom the medium of Endor had summoned up the ghost of the long-dead Samuel (I Samuel 28). The Israelite army was routed, three of Saul’s sons were killed and the severely wounded king took his own life. The victorious Philistines cut off Saul’s head and hung it, together with the bodies of his sons, on the walls of Beth Shan. David was spared a part in all this. The Philistine lords did not trust him and sent him home before the battle, which was fortunate: David did not have to take the field against his own people.


Once again, the Philistines had control over most of Israelite territory. From his stronghold deep in Transjordan, whither he had been taken by Abner after the débâcle, Saul’s surviving son, Eshbaal, hollowly claimed kingship over all of Israel. In Hebron, on the other hand, David was publicly acclaimed king over Judah – undoubtedly with Philistine consent. His authority extended over a wider area than that occupied by the tribe of Judah and this area comprised a distinctive state.


Eshbaal was ineffectual, a weakling. After a two-year reign he was murdered by two of his officers, who brought his head to David in expectation of a reward. Instead, David had them executed, thus shrewdly clearing himself of complicity in what was for him a convenient assassination. With no one left to further the claims of the house of Saul, the people now flocked to David in Hebron, and there, by solemn covenant, acclaimed him king over all Israel, Yahweh’s designated one. The people were clearly looking to David for charismatic leadership which would be capable of ridding them of the invader, and the Philistines, too, understood it that way. They immediately moved their forces against the new king. However, David inflicted upon them a series of stunning reverses which culminated in the Philistines being forced to pay tribute to David; indeed, contingents of Philistine professional soldiers subsequently appeared as mercenaries in the king’s service.


Freed of external danger, David now consolidated his kingdom. After a few years’ rule in Hebron, he captured the Jebusite city of Jerusalem, in about the year 1000 BCE, and made it his capital. It was a cunning choice. Located halfway between the northern and southern tribes, yet in the territory of neither, it was an ideal location from which to rule. By transferring the ark of the Covenant there, David made Jerusalem the religious, as well as the political, capital of his kingdom.


Securely established as king of a country which was more united than it ever had been – or would ever be again – David now embarked on a policy of military expansion which within a few years transformed Israel into the foremost power in Palestine and Syria. David’s empire extended from Phoenicia in the west to the Arabian desert in the east, and from the river Orontes in the north to the head of the Gulf of Aqaba in the south. The Canaanites of Palestine had been incorporated into the state, while the Philistines, together with the tribes of Moab, Edom and Ammon, yielded tribute.


The very extent of such conquests necessitated sweeping changes in the old order: Israel was no longer a tribal amphictyony led by a charismatic representative of Yahweh, but a complex empire organized under a crown. The Bible tells us little about David’s administrative machinery, but it is enough to deduce that his bureaucracy was patterned on Egyptian models. His court, while nothing like as luxurious as Solomon’s subsequently, was grand in comparison with Saul’s. David’s policy in religious matters was to legitimize the state, to have it accepted as the true successor of Israel’s ancient order. To this end, he was a lavish patron of the new shrine in Jerusalem where the ark was housed, and the ark’s two chief priests sat as members of his ‘cabinet’.


David ruled for approximately forty years. Israel prospered. The national shrine in Jerusalem evoked loyalty from all the tribes and cemented, as did material and military success, a unity which previously had been brittle. Yet the strengths of autocratic leadership became, in time, weaknesses. This new Israel was so much David’s own achievement, and so centred on his own person, that the question of the succession provoked bitter rivalries. David’s last years were marked, as in classical tragedy, by faded grandeur, intrigue, filial rebellion, the severance of old loyalties and his own declining authority, mingled with remorse and uneasy memories. He went to his grave a feeble, querulous, much put-upon old man, to be succeeded by neither the oldest, nor the most popular, but certainly the most astute of his sons: Solomon.


Solomon, like David before him, ruled for approximately forty years, from c. 960 to 920. Although no warrior, he maintained David’s empire almost intact, mainly by judicious alliances, many sealed by marriage. The most distinguished of Solomon’s numerous foreign wives was a pharaoh’s daughter, a union which illustrated both Israel’s new prestige and the low estate to which the once-proud Egypt had sunk under its Twenty-first Dynasty. Solomon’s true genius, however, lay in his instinct for industry and trade. He appreciated the economic significance of Israel’s position, astride the major trade routes from Egypt and Arabia, and he developed her commercial possibilities to the full. A merchant fleet went on regular voyages from the Red Sea as far as Ophir – present-day Somaliland – and brought back gold and silver, rare woods, jewels, ivory; even, for his majesty’s amusement, monkeys. Taxes and duties from the overland caravan-trade with Arabia flowed into the royal treasury. At Ezion Geber the largest refinery known to have existed in the ancient Orient was built, where copper was refined for domestic use, or worked into ingots for export. A lucrative monopoly in Cilician horses and Egyptian chariots (both the best of their kind) brought in further revenue.


The Bible accurately depicts Solomon’s reign as one of unexampled prosperity. Israel enjoyed security and material plenty such as she was never to know again. The arts and sciences flourished; music and psalmody reached standards of excellence as high as any in the contemporary world; a literature developed, mainly historical in character (but also of the Wisdom genre) which retold the exploits of Israel’s early heroes and, in the court history of David (II Samuel 9–20; I Kings 1–2), produced a narrative of superb lucidity, drama and psychological insight. Most important of all, it was probably in Solomon’s reign that the Yahwist (so-called for want of a better name) selected from among Israel’s epic traditions of Patriarchs, Exodus and conquests, the stories which he shaped into his great theological history of Yahweh’s dealings with His people. This is the document that forms the basis of the pentateuchal narrative.


This climate of confident affluence was reflected in numerous building projects; apart from military and industrial constructions, Solomon erected, north of Jerusalem’s old city wall, a lavish complex which included his magnificent palace, an armoury known as the ‘House of the Forest of Lebanon’ because of the massive cedar pillars that supported it, a Hall of Judgement, a palace for the pharaoh’s daughter, and – the crowning glory – the Temple. The Temple was built by a Tyrian architect; it was with Hiram, King of Tyre, that Solomon had his closest commercial alliance. Wheat and olive-oil were exported from Palestine to Tyre in return for hardwood from Lebanon for Solomon’s building schemes. The Temple took seven years to build: it was the invisible Yahweh’s earthly house, whence He ruled His people, enthroned between two giant cherubim. In the holy of holies at the rear of the Temple reposed the ark, the symbol of the Covenant between Yahweh and Israel. The size and magnificence of the new national shrine demonstrated to strangers and natives alike that the God of Israel was powerful above all other gods. In the eleventh year of his reign, amid great pomp and ceremony, Solomon dedicated the Temple: a far cry indeed from the simple tent erected in the wilderness by the early Israelites.


Even Solomon, for all his wisdom, could be excused, at such a sweet moment of triumph, for failing to recognize that by building the Temple he had sown the seeds of his dynasty’s downfall. But this was indeed the case: the Temple’s work-force had only been provided by means of forced labour – and not only state slaves or Canaanite levies, but free-born Israelites, who worked in relays in Lebanon, felling timber. The hostility occasioned by this corvée was compounded by the increasingly heavy taxes Solomon laid on his subjects. The king’s revenue, great as it was, was simply insufficient to maintain his sumptuous court, his large army, his growing bureaucracy and his grandiose building schemes. His methods of raising money became harsher, then desperate. He reorganized the land into twelve administrative districts, not always coinciding with old tribal boundaries, and obliged each district to maintain the court for one month. Solomon even began selling off his territory, ceding to the King of Tyre certain towns along the bay of Acre.


Such measures increased the tension between royal authority and tribal independence, between the old amphictyonic tradition and the new order. The monarchy was neither long-established nor totally accepted in Israel. The northern tribes, especially, rejected the claims of the Davidic dynasty to rule in perpetuity, and there were many who placed loyalty to Yahweh higher than loyalty to their earthly ruler. There was sullenness and resentment, but apart from a promptly squashed rebellion initiated by one Jeroboam late in his reign (I Kings 11:26–40), Solomon saw out his days without serious disturbance. It was his successor who reaped the whirlwind.





THE DISSOLUTION OF ISRAEL


When Solomon died in about 920 BCE, his son Rehoboam ascended the throne in Jerusalem (possibly Rehoboam and Jeroboam are both throne names; their meaning is virtually identical – ‘may the people expand (or) multiply’). Rehoboam was accepted in the royal city without incident, as the descendant of the Davidic line. When he journeyed to Shechem, though, to be acclaimed King of Israel by the northern tribes, Rehoboam received a cool welcome. The tribal representatives demanded, as the price of their allegiance, that the burdens imposed by Solomon, especially the hated corvée, be lightened. Rehoboam was an arrogant and reckless young man. Instead of listening to the advice of the court elders, he heeded the young bloods of his entourage. When the representatives returned, Rehoboam promised them that in place of his father’s whips, they would now be whipped with scorpions. Israel’s representatives angrily announced their secession, lynched Rehoboam’s chief of corvée, forced the king to flee ignominiously and elected in his stead Jeroboam, who had recently returned from exile in Egypt.


Thus did the united kingdom, and an extensive empire, patiently built by David and shrewdly maintained by Solomon, come to an end. Henceforth two separate, second-rate states existed, sometimes actively hostile, sometimes in uneasy alliance, side by side, until the northern kingdom of Israel was destroyed by the Assyrians in 722 and the southern kingdom of Judah disappeared under Babylonian attack almost 150 years later. The glory had been brief – about seventy years. From now on the historical pattern was set; a long, wearing struggle, in north and south, to maintain a tiny kingdom against rapacious neighbours.


Jeroboam’s new kingdom of Israel, or Samaria, or, as it is sometimes called in the Bible, Ephraim, took in the ten northern tribes. Only Judah, and, after some hesitation, Benjamin – the hesitation arising because Benjamin was historically a northern tribe, the seat of Saul, but was geographically on the border of Jerusalem – remained loyal to Rehoboam. At first it seems surprising that the smaller, southern kingdom should have survived so much longer than its larger, wealthier neighbour. But the kingdom of Judah, as it now became, had two great advantages. First, it was centred around Jerusalem, a natural defensive stronghold where the Temple evoked loyalty, yearning and religious fervour from all worshippers of Yahweh; and second, it was fortunate to have a Davidic line of moderately impressive rulers, who governed efficiently.


Israel, in the north, less compact, was vulnerable to both armed aggression and peaceful cultural infiltration, and suffered from unstable or corrupt leadership. It could offer no religious counter-attraction to Yahweh’s Temple, and lapsed instead into a decadent syncretism of fertility worship, Canaanite idolatry and Ba’alism.


Jeroboam’s ability, vigour and determination – especially when contrasted with the inadequacy of Rehoboam who allowed, in the fifth year of his reign, a devastating Egyptian invasion – imbued the foundation of the kingdom of Israel with illusory promise. The new state had neither capital, nor administration, nor army, nor official cult, all of which Jeroboam now organized. He established his capital in Shechem, which had ancient cultic associations. At Dan and Bethel, at opposite ends of his realm, he set up two official shrines whose priests claimed a separate lineage from that of the Temple clergy. Instead of the feast of the seventh month, in Jerusalem, Jeroboam instituted an annual eighth-month feast; and instead of the Temple’s winged cherubim he built, at Dan and Bethel, two golden bulls.


The book of Kings, which reflects the viewpoint of the Jerusalemite tradition, accuses Jeroboam (I Kings 12:28) of having set up two golden idols. Probably that was not his intention, but such a fertility symbol was dangerously attractive to the many Israelites of Canaanite origin, who were willing to confuse Yahweh with Ba’al and to worship the One with the other’s pagan rites. Certainly, prophetic circles in the north could not tolerate Jeroboam’s religious policy, and his former patron, Ahijah of Shiloh, soon broke with him, rejecting him, as Samuel had Saul.


When Jeroboam died, his son Nadab and his entire house were assassinated by Baasha, who reigned for twenty-three years (900–877). In turn, Baasha’s son Elan and his entire family were assassinated by Zimri, who within a week of the crime (I Kings 16:15–23) faced a revolt led by his general, Omri, whereupon he took his own life. The throne had, by violence, changed hands three times in fifty years.


In Judah, by contrast, one king, Asa, had ruled for almost that whole period (913–873). His son Jehoshaphat reigned for a further twenty-four years. It was a period of stability for the southern kingdom, and of prosperity too, since Judah still controlled the trade routes to the south, via the Gulf of Aqaba.


Omri, having seized power, reigned in Samaria for only seven years (876–869), but in that time he managed both to restore a measure of Israel’s fortunes, and to establish a dynasty which survived for three generations. His strategy was based on internal prosperity, friendly relations with Judah and judicious alliances abroad, especially with Tyre, then at the peak of her colonial expansion. The King of Tyre’s daughter, Jezebel, was given in marriage to Omri’s son, Ahab, to seal a commercial treaty. Thus occurred one of the most notorious unions in history.


It was accepted practice for Jezebel to bring with her to her newly adopted country the worship of her native deities, Ba’al Melqart and Asherah; the foreign wives of Solomon had done the same (I Kings 11:1–8). What was unusual was the fervour with which Jezebel served Ba’al, her barely concealed contempt for culturally backward, religiously austere Israel and her strength of will, which made her the dominant partner in her marriage.


Before long, Ba’al, not Yahweh, had the larger following. The temptations of paganism had always been present in the country, especially since the mass absorption of the Canaanite population under David and Solomon. Now a fanatical queen was leading a crusade, her pliant husband barely demurring. Those loyal to Yahweh were persecuted, even put to death. The prophets of Ba’al and Asherah received official status, and the royal court was thoroughly paganized. Where their leaders went, the masses were ready to follow.


It was not only in religious affairs that Jezebel had her way. When Ahab coveted Naboth’s vineyard, which Naboth refused to sell, Jezebel mocked her sulking husband and obtained the vineyard for him by having Naboth stoned on a trumped-up charge of blasphemy. Despite crop failure, famine and drought, she maintained an iron grip on the country. However hated she may have been, resistance and opposition had been silenced.


It was now that the Bible’s most visionary, fearless and awe-inspiring personality appeared on the scene, to champion Yahweh’s cause – Elijah the prophet. He gave his name to no book, no prophecies are recorded in his name. The details of his career are sketched briefly in a few chapters of I and II Kings. Yet so wondrous was the memory Elijah left behind, that his deeds became legendary, and subsequent generations venerated him as the harbinger of the Messiah.


He was the quintessential prophet. A lonely, zealous man, single-minded in his fidelity to the God of the Sinaitic Covenant. He erupted from the desert wastes whenever Yahweh’s battles had to be fought, clad only in the hair mantle of his calling. On Mount Carmel he faced the massed prophets of Ba’al in direct competition for the people’s loyalty and won, putting the idolaters to the sword. He dared curse the king for his crime against Naboth. Forced to flee from Jezebel’s wrath, he sought renewal at Horeb, the mountain of Israel’s desert origins, and there had his faith revived by the ‘still, small voice’. He returned to the fight against an apostate kingdom with its pagan deity, its corrupt king and queen the ultimate anathema to his God of Sinai, who brooked no rival, and exacted blood vengeance for crimes against Covenant law. Jezebel rightly recognized Elijah as her mortal enemy. He did not live to see her downfall. As abruptly as he had appeared, he vanished into the desert. His mantle fell upon his disciple, Elisha.


Soon after, Ahab died in battle against the Arameans. His eldest son, Ahaziah, reigned for only a few months before suffering a fatal accident (849 BCE). He was succeeded by his brother Jehoram (coincidentally, there was in Judah at this time another king Jehoram, who ruled for exactly the same number of years, 849–842). Jehoram of Israel tried to appease his citizens by removing the more objectionable pagan cult-objects. But he soon became entangled in two lengthy, inconclusive wars, first against Moab, then against Damascus. At home, the queen mother maintained her influence over a decadent and luxurious court. In the field, the army grew restive and resentful. Elisha fanned these flames of revolution. While Jehoram was away, convalescing from wounds, Elisha had Jehu, a general, anointed king. Jehu struck with viciousness and savagery. He murdered Jehoram and his kinsman, Ahaziah, the new King of Judah, who had been visiting him.


Jehu and his chariots then entered Jezreel. The queen mother, with a courage that elicits reluctant admiration, painted her eyes, attired herself and boldly confronted Jehu from a palace window. Tauntingly she called him ‘Zimri’. Zimri, thirty-four years previously, had assassinated all of Baasha’s family, only to be king for a single week. Two soldiers flung Jezebel from the window into the courtyard below, where she was trampled under the horses’ hooves. The dogs then devoured her mangled body, as Elijah had prophesied.


A blood lust was now upon Jehu. He slaughtered Ahab’s entire family and his court entourage, as well as a delegation from Jerusalem. He then invited the many worshippers of Ba’al into their temple, on the pretext of offering a sacrifice, and butchered every one of them. The temple itself was razed to the ground.


It had been a purge of wanton brutality, but the cult of Ba’al was extirpated, at any rate for the moment, even though Jehu still maintained the golden bulls at Dan and Bethel. He succeeded in keeping himself in power for twenty-seven years, and in founding a dynasty that survived for a century.


THE PROPHETS


Jehu’s purge left a memory so vivid that the prophet Hosea made grim reference to it a century later (Hosea 1:4). Its excesses could not even be justified on the grounds of expediency. The cult of Ba’al Melqart had indeed been rooted out, but Jehu was no zealous Yahwist, and he allowed native varieties of paganism to proliferate unchecked.


Politically, his slaughter alienated Israel’s two former allies, Tyre and Judah. Friendless and alone, Jehu could not withstand invasion from King Hazael of Aram, who annexed the whole of Transjordan, seized the Philistine territory on the coastal plain and refrained from marching into Judah only on payment of a huge tribute. Jehu’s son and successor, Jehoahaz (815–801), was even further humiliated. He was only allowed a bodyguard of ten chariots and fifty horsemen, and his truncated kingdom was reduced to the status of an Aramean dependency.


The situation in Judah was almost as gloomy. Joash’s long reign (837–800) was drawing to a close in an atmosphere of religious unrest, bitterness and failure. In the end, the king was assassinated, and succeeded by his son, Amaziah. The eighth century did not dawn propitiously for either Israel or Judah.


External events brought about a sudden change of fortune. For a brief period, both kingdoms were to enjoy power and prosperity unequalled since the days of David and Solomon. The cause was war between Assyria and Damascus. Taking advantage of this confrontation between the area’s two major powers, Jehu’s grandson, Jehoash (801–786), was able to recover most of Israel’s lost territory. Under his successor, Jeroboam II (786–746), the northern kingdom reached new heights of wealth, as the luxurious buildings and costly ivories excavated at Samaria, not to mention the invectives of the prophet Amos, show. In Judah, too, under the equally able and long-reigning King Uzziah (783–742), the economy boomed, agriculture flourished and the citizens were better off than ever before. It was a time of optimism and affluence, as though Yahweh was giving material proof of His guardianship of His people.


It was also the time when the first two of that remarkable line of prophets, whose words are preserved in the Bible, took up their calling. Amos and Hosea saw through Samaria’s glitter and luxury to the corruption beneath. They were not deceived by the ivory palaces of the wealthy, or by the throngs worshipping in the great shrines. For them, the obligations of the Covenant had become debased and perverted, and lavish support for the cult could not conceal a social system that was rotten.


Since our main historical sources for the period culminating in the Babylonian exile of 586 BCE are not only the books of Kings and Chronicles, but also the writings of the major prophets, it is appropriate at this point to say something about the prophets and their role. By now, they had a history going back some two hundred years. Bands of prophets (b’nei ha-nevi’im) roamed the country in the days of Samuel. They were ‘professionals’, paid soothsayers, who prophesied in groups, induced by music and by dance into an ecstatic frenzy. At times, their fervour caused people to look at them askance, to regard them as mad. They were, however, zealous patriots who would follow the army in the field, urging the king and his soldiers to holy war; and they were staunch in their fidelity to Yahweh’s Covenant, feeling free to criticize any leader who did not uphold it, and if need be, to help to overthrow him.


It is impossible to construct a precise sociological outline of the prophetic calling, because our biblical data are incomplete, of varied sources, and tantalizingly sparse in many instances where the reader’s knowledge is assumed. It is clear, though, that as in every profession, prophets came in a variety of shapes, sizes and quality. There were those who functioned as members of a group; those who walked alone. Some were attached to the court, as was Nathan, who rebuked David for his liaison with Bathsheba; others, Nahum for example, were cultic prophets. Certain prophets attracted disciples; others scorned the idea of prophetic orders and broke with them. The earliest prophets were ecstatically fired, acting out their prophecies mimetically; the later prophets delivered their messages in the form of sophisticated poetic oracles, often of the highest literary quality. These were delivered publicly, remembered, transmitted both orally and in written form, and then collected in the prophetic books as we know them.


Certain important differences distinguish Amos, Hosea and their successors from their largely anonymous predecessors. Amos and Hosea were the first representatives of a movement which was to continue for some three hundred years and to influence, colour and inspire Israel’s religious development from that day to this. These new prophets came from every walk of life. They were not, as the earlier prophets had been, professional soothsayers. They were spokesmen of Yahweh, champions of the Covenant, preachers of righteousness, who came to their vocation under the compulsion of a call. They denounced social injustice, despised empty acts of ritual made to obtain divine favour, and inveighed against political and military pacts which would not avert the inevitable day of reckoning for those who repudiated Yahweh’s Covenant and ignored His inexorable demands for justice and mercy.


In this respect the prophets were not, as they have often and mistakenly been made out to be, spiritual pioneers. On the contrary, they were religious reformers who reached back to a tradition that had originated in Israel’s desert wanderings and the Sinaitic Covenant. They rejected the notion that Israel’s relationship with Yahweh depended upon land, shrine or cult, or that Yahweh’s special favour would survive unconditionally for all time. He would be Israel’s God, and they would be His people, only if Israel discharged the imperatives of His law in every dealing with native and stranger alike, totally accepting Yahweh’s overlordship and having no truck with other gods. If Israel departed from the Covenant obligations, punishment and exile would follow; if she obeyed them, redemption and a glorious return would be granted.


It was by the light of these standards that the prophets judged the kingdoms of Israel and Judah, and found them wanting. So exacting were their demands that probably no king, no secular government, could have met them, even partially. Politics is the art of the possible, whereas the prophets were impassioned idealists. They were obdurate, critical, insistent men, their presence an irritant and a rebuke to rulers who would not – could not – implement their lofty principles. At times, the ordinary people, too, dismissed them impatiently. Amos was laughed out of the royal shrine at Bethel when he delivered a stinging attack on the social evils of the day to a complacent, wealthy congregation. Yet, even when least heeded, the prophets were usually granted uneasy respect. The fervour of their allegiance to Yahweh’s Covenant was their protection, although on occasion they were roughly treated; at the height of the bitter Babylonian siege of Jerusalem, Jeremiah was thrown into a prison pit for preaching what any reasonable man would construe as mutiny. But there is only one mention in the Bible of a prophet ever being put to death. Their religious commitment was total, their social concern all-embracing, their integrity inviolable, their role unique in the history of world religions.


Amos prophesied during the long, prosperous reign of Jeroboam II. Hosea was active in the chaotic years following his death. Israel had five kings between 746 and 736, three of them seizing power by violence, none with any legitimate claim to the throne. While Israel was collapsing in civil war and anarchy, and Hosea was proclaiming her impending doom, Assyria’s new king, Tiglath-Pileser III, was laying the foundations of a great empire. He pushed westwards beyond the Euphrates; temporarily, he was bought off by the payment of a heavy tribute from Israel. This caused bitter resentment among patriotic Israelites, the assassination of King Pekahiah (738–737), and the seizure of the throne by an army officer, Pekah ben Remaliah. His leadership of an anti-Assyrian coalition, which joined with Damascus and certain Philistine cities, hastened the inevitable destruction of Israel. Hosea paints a vivid picture of a country riven by plot and counter-plot, law and order having broken down, neither life nor property safe, and paganism, lechery and debauchery corroding the once-stern morality of the national religion. In the name of Yahweh, Hosea furiously catalogued Israel’s crimes and foretold disaster. Yet, beyond that fearful punishment, he anticipated a sublime gesture of divine grace, a second Covenant, which would heal the breach between God and His people.


In Judah, a new king, Ahaz, had succeeded to the throne in 735. Judah would not join the anti-Assyrian coalition. The coalition could not tolerate a neutral, potentially hostile, neighbour, and invaded Judah from the north, aided in the south by an Edomite insurrection against Judean sovereignty. Ahaz, in desperation, appealed to Tiglath-Pileser, despite a stern warning from the prophet Isaiah not to take such a step, but to trust in Yahweh’s promises to David. Dire emergency had no time for prophetic faith, and the Assyrian king was only too keen to help. His army fell upon the coalition and destroyed it utterly, occupying territory, deporting the resident population and razing cities. Pekah, whose policy had brought about the disaster, was murdered, and the new ruler, Hoshea ben Elah (732–724), averted further destruction by surrendering and paying tribute; but it was only a temporary respite.


The truncated kingdom of Israel, now reduced in size to an area no bigger than the old tribal holdings of Ephraim and western Manasseh, made one last attempt to throw off the yoke of Assyrian domination. When Tiglath-Pileser died, Hoshea made an alliance with an Egyptian princeling and withheld his tribute to the Assyrians. It was an opportunity for Assyria’s new ruler, Shalmaneser V, to show his mettle. He invaded, occupied the land and took Hoshea prisoner. The city of Samaria defended itself for two years, and during this siege Shalmaneser died, to be succeeded by Sargon II. It was to him that the city fell in 721 BCE, and he who deported its citizens – over 27,000, according to his account.


Thus did the kingdom of Israel pass out of history. Her people were exiled to upper Mesopotamia and Medea, where in the course of time they merged with the local population and forgot their identity, becoming the ‘ten lost tribes’. Henceforth, it is to the tiny country of Judah that we must look for the history and religion of the Jewish people.


THE DEMISE OF JUDAH


Judah escaped the disaster which befell Israel because her king, Ahaz (735–715), refused to join the anti-Assyrian coalition. The result, though – as the prophet Isaiah had predicted – was as dire as if she had been defeated in battle. Ahaz not only swore allegiance to Tiglath-Pileser; he also paid homage to the Assyrian gods and erected an altar for them in the Jerusalem Temple: Yahweh had been deposed in His sanctuary. Ahaz allowed all manner of pagan practices, cults and superstitions to flourish, even sacrificing his own son to the god Moloch. Religious corruption and social injustice were rife. Judah survived temporarily, but only by perverting the demands of Yahweh’s Covenant; and to a prophet like Isaiah, her apostasy meant inexorable future punishment. The mighty nations of Egypt and Assyria, between which Judah wavered, were themselves merely the instruments of God’s vengeance. To trust in Yahweh’s eternal Covenant with David, and His choice of Zion for a dwelling-place, was Judah’s only hope.


It seems that the stern warnings of the prophets Isaiah and Micah, and the vivid moral they drew from the destruction of neighbouring Israel, helped to create in Judah a popular demand for reform. Certainly, when Hezekiah succeeded his father on the throne, he undertook a cultic purge. Not only did he close down paganized local shrines and put a stop to the foreign practices which Ahaz had allowed; he tried to reverse his father’s foreign policy, too. In 705 BCE, Sargon of Assyria met his death in battle, at a time when rebellion was threatening at both the eastern and western corners of his empire. Along with several other vassal states, Hezekiah decided that now was the time to try for independence. He formally refused to pay tribute to the new emperor, Sennacherib, and prepared the defences of Jerusalem, ensuring a water supply by digging the Siloam tunnel, which brought the waters of the spring of Gihon to a pool within the city walls. The gauntlet had been thrown down.


In 701, Sennacherib moved against his rebellious dependencies. He advanced down the Palestinian coast, conquering Tyre, and thus ending forever that kingdom’s importance. Six frightened kings hastened to Sennacherib with tribute, leaving only Ashkelon, Ekron and Judah defiant. Ashkelon and Ekron were systematically destroyed. Sennacherib now turned against Judah. According to his records, he reduced forty-six of Judah’s fortified cities to rubble, and deported their populations, shutting up Hezekiah, and the remnant of his army, in Jerusalem, ‘like a bird in a cage’. Excavations at Lachish, which Sennacherib stormed, have revealed a huge pit, into which some 1,500 bodies had been dumped. Seeing his situation was hopeless, Hezekiah sued for peace. Sennacherib’s terms were severe, obliging Hezekiah to strip the Temple and the royal treasury in order to raise tribute, and to send his own daughters as concubines to Nineveh.


Ten years later, another rebellion against Sennacherib broke out, led this time by Babylon, and supported by Egypt and Judah. Sennacherib subdued Babylon with great ferocity, then moved against Judah as he had done before. Once again his army blockaded Jerusalem. This time Hezekiah refused to surrender. He was supported by Isaiah, now an old man, who was convinced that God would not allow Jerusalem to be taken. Nor was it. A mysterious epidemic, perhaps bubonic plague, laid waste to Sennacherib’s army, which, as Byron’s poem puts it, ‘melted like snow in the glance of the Lord!’ Sennacherib limped away with the remnants of his army and the Judeans celebrated a remarkable deliverance. Zion, they came to believe, was inviolable. It was a dangerous article of faith and must have been ironic proof to Isaiah of the way words could be turned against themselves. He had never proclaimed that Zion and Judah would stand for all time, as they were. On the contrary; both he and his contemporary Micah foresaw the inevitable destruction of Judah because of its sinful people. Only a remnant would survive, returning to rebuild a new Jerusalem, to which all nations would look for light and guidance. A king of the Davidic line, excelling all others in goodness, would rule over this kingdom, and it would be a kingdom dedicated to righteousness and social justice, its society testifying to the blessings which flowed from worshipping God aright and following His path.


Hezekiah died in 687 BCE. One hundred years later Jerusalem was finally to fall. Our major historical sources for this period – II Kings 21–25; II Chronicles 33–36 – are supplemented by the writings of the prophets who functioned during that century, especially Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Zephaniah, Nahum and Habakkuk. Cuneiform sources, particularly the Babylonian Chronicle, supply further important information. Hezekiah was succeeded by his young son, Manasseh, who reigned for forty-five years, and throughout that time remained a loyal vassal to Assyria. His father’s great rival, Sennacherib, had been murdered and succeeded by Esarhaddon (681–669), an extremely able ruler. It was his son and successor, Asshurbanapal (669–627), who finally captured Thebes in 663, thus terminating the Twenty-fifth Egyptian Dynasty. With the one power capable of orchestrating resistance to Assyria crushed, Manasseh had little option but to remain subservient.


But he went further than that. He annulled Hezekiah’s religious reforms and restored pagan cults and practices, setting up altars to the Assyrian deities. Sacred prostitution and fertility rites took place within the Temple itself. Human sacrifices occurred: Manasseh was, in the biting verdict of the author of Kings, the worst king ever to sit on David’s throne. His long reign came to an end in 642, but his policy of subservience to Assyria continued.


Perhaps it was as a protest that in 640 BCE certain palace officials assassinated his son and successor, Amon. If so, their gesture was unsuccessful, because ‘the people of the land’ – presumably an assembly of the landed gentry – speedily executed the murderers and placed Amon’s eight-year-old son, Josiah, on the throne. Although there were now but fifty years before the destruction of the kingdom of Judah, Josiah was to prove her most important king, and his reign’s events were of momentous significance to the future of the Jewish religion and people. During his early years, regents maintained a discreetly amenable policy towards Assyria. By the twelfth year of his reign (c. 629–8), the rule of Asshurbanapal in Nineveh was drawing to an unquiet close, with unrest at home and danger threatening from without, from the Medes and Babylonians. The time was ripe. Josiah struck a blow for independence. Assyria had divided the territory of northern Israel into provinces, and these Josiah occupied. Then he launched the most comprehensive religious reformation in Judah’s history. We cannot be entirely sure in what order the reformation’s various stages were carried out, but certainly they all involved a consistent purge of foreign cults and practices, the suppression of native pagan cults, the destruction of Samarian shrines (particularly Bethel) and the death of idolatrous priests and sacred prostitutes. The reform culminated in the eighteenth year of Josiah’s reign (622 BCE) with the discovery, during the course of repairs to the Temple, of ‘the book of the law’ (II Kings 22:3 ff.). Having consulted Huldah the prophetess, Josiah summoned the elders to the Temple, read to them the words of the book, and entered with them into a solemn covenant, before Yahweh, to obey those words. As one of its commandments was the observance of the Passover, Josiah commemorated the Exodus from Egypt with a great Passover in Jerusalem – the first time, according to the author of Kings, that the Passover had been kept since the days of the Judges.


Most scholars now agree that the law-book found in the Temple was a version of the book of Deuteronomy (a view first put forward, as it happens, by Jerome and other Church Fathers). Its discovery was of enormous importance: at a time of national unease, of a painful past and an uncertain future, here, suddenly, was an urgent reminder of the Mosaic Covenant. Insistently, these ancient laws spelled out the statutes and commandments which the people had promised to obey, before Yahweh, at Sinai. They called the people back to their stark obligations, to ethical duties easily overlooked in the political needs of the moment, or in dreams of kingship and imperial grandeur.


Josiah’s reaction, when he heard the law-book, was to rend his garments in dismay. So much had been forgotten, so much ignored! It was this sense of having betrayed the past that gave conviction and impetus to his reforms. The people responded willingly. Outlying sanctuaries were abolished and Jerusalem was firmly established as the one legitimate place of worship. The state, led by its king, was officially committed to observance of Covenant law. This adherence to the written law, its elevation to the status of the ultimate authority, was a first step in that process which was to regulate the Jewish religion – Judaism – for more than two thousand years after the Babylonian exile. Josiah’s reign was crucial for the survival of a people through its religion.


He died in 609 BCE, killed in battle at the Megiddo pass, which he was trying to hold against a large mixture of Egyptians and Assyrians. His chariot was brought to Jerusalem amid great lamentation, and his son Jehoahaz made king in his place. But not for long: within three months he was summoned to Pharaoh Neco II’s headquarters at Riblah, deposed and deported to Egypt. His brother Jehoiakim was placed on the throne as an Egyptian vassal and the land was put under heavy tribute. Judah’s political independence – and religious renaissance – had lasted scarcely twenty years. Jehoiakim was a grandiose and irresponsible despot, who preferred building himself a new and finer palace with forced labour to maintaining his father’s religious reforms. The prophet Jeremiah expressed scathing contempt for him (Jeremiah 22:13–19).


In 605, the balance of Middle-Eastern power was rudely upset. The Babylonian forces of Nebuchadnezzar fell upon the Egyptian army at Carchemish and routed it, dealing the fleeing remnants an even heavier blow, near Hamath. Babylon was indisputably master of the region and Judah became, yet again, an unwilling vassal to a Mesopotamian empire. Jehoiakim still looked to Egypt. At Neco’s instigation, he rebelled in 601. It was a fatal error. Nebuchadnezzar had no intention of relinquishing Judah. He bided his time, and in December 598, his army marched. That very month, Jehoiakim died – probably assassinated – and his eighteen-year-old son, Jehoiachin, had to bear the brunt of the Babylonian assault. The hoped-for Egyptian help did not come, and in March 597 Jerusalem surrendered. Jehoiachin, the queen mother, the high priests and leading citizens, together with vast stores of booty, were taken to Babylon.





OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/a025_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/9780571288359_cover_epub.jpg
Faber Finds

David J. Goldberg
and

John D.Rayner

The Jewish People

Their History and Their Religion





OEBPS/a014_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a003_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/title_page_01_online.jpg





OEBPS/a001_1_online.jpg





