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The Bible is a theodicy, a meditation on the problem of evil. This being true, it must take account of things as they are. It must acknowledge in a meaningful way the darkest aspects of the reality we experience, and it must reconcile them with the goodness of God and of Being itself against which this darkness stands out so sharply. This is to say that the Bible is a work of theology, not simply a primary text upon which theology is based. I will suggest that in the early chapters of Genesis God’s perfect Creation passes through a series of changes, declensions that permit the anomaly of a flawed and alienated creature at the center of it all, ourselves, still sacred, still beloved of God. To say that the narrative takes us through these declensions—the Fall and the loss of Eden, then the Flood and the laws that allow the killing of animals and of homicides, then the disruption of human unity at Babel—is not to say that they happened or that they didn’t happen, but that their sequence is an articulation of a complex statement about reality. The magnificent account of the onset of Being and the creation by God of His image in humankind is undiminished in all that follows despite the movement away from the world of God’s first intention—modified as this statement must be by the faith that He has a greater, embracing intention that cannot fail. Within the final mystery of God’s purpose there are the parables of prophets and sages. History and experience are themselves parables awaiting their prophets.


However it came about, this narrative sequence establishes a profound and essential assertion of the sacred good, making pangs and toil a secondary reality, likewise the punitive taking of life. This construction of reality, absolute good overlaid but never diminished or changed by temporal accommodations to human nature, allows for faithfulness to this higher good. Grace modifies law. Law cannot limit grace.


I will speak of “the writers” of the books of Moses because these texts appear to me to have been the product of reflection and refinement that took place over the course of generations or centuries. This is not a version of the so-called documentary hypothesis, which claims to find in them separate, identifiable sources, documents that can be attributed to writers of particular regions or factions and which are so little reconciled or assimilated to one another that there are, in effect, sutures in the text, inconsistencies in such non-trivial matters as the nature of God. I know that the suggestion of human authorship can seem to some like a denial of the unique sacredness of the Bible. But the Bible itself names human authors for most of its books, meaning no more perhaps than that a collection of writings shared an affinity for the thought of a particular teacher or school. In other words, whether or not these attributions reflect authorship as we understand it, the Bible itself indicates no anxiety about association with human minds, words, lives, and passions. This is a notable instance of our having a lower opinion of ourselves than the Bible justifies.


I take it that in the course of their development the Scriptures were pondered very deeply by those who composed and emended them, and that this created a profound coherency, stabilizing difficult concepts or teachings to the point that earlier and later passages can be seen as elucidating one another. I imagine a circle of the pious learned, rabbis before the word, remembering together what their grandmothers had told them, finding the loveliness of old memory in an odd turn of phrase, realizing together that these strange tales sustained a sense of the presence of God that was richly renewed for them in their reverent deliberations. This is how religions live in the world. I take it that, in a wholly exceptional degree, their deliberations found their way to truth.


For us moderns there is a kind of safety in finding a taint of factionalism or self-interest in anything human beings have done. The hermeneutics of suspicion arose early in nineteenth-century readings of these very texts. If they were in fact patched together from various “documents” whose writers can be deduced from their language and emphasis, and whose purposes were not theological after all but instead political or factional, then thousands of years of credulity have been embarrassed by a flood of journal articles.


No one wants to be found among the credulous. Belief itself exists in disturbing proximity to credulity, a fact that has afflicted the church with a species of tepid anguish for generations. I am proposing here that there is a hermeneutics of self-protectiveness that has disabled interpretation and that has generalized into an abandonment of metaphysics as a legitimate mode of thought. Does it make any sense that if the suppositious band of document writers known to scholars as E, J, P, and D with all their supernumeraries were not thinking theologically, therefore metaphysics itself is foreclosed? This is like saying that if the moon landing was actually filmed in Arizona there is no universe. It is striking how the scale of thought has contracted with the loss of serious theology. A contemporary Kant or Hegel would find little purchase in the vocabulary of thought allowed to us now. In any case, biblical texts in general may seem to exist under the shadow of a demystification that happens not to have touched them yet. But they are really far too tough-minded to be the products of ordinary this-worldly calculation. This quality of mind is carried forward through the whole of the Bible.


Collective decisions having to do with the language of creeds, the accuracy of translations, and so on have been accepted as highly authoritative from the early history of Christianity. The canons of the Hebrew and the Christian Bibles were determined by councils. The writings of major theologians can be virtually deuterocanonical, even or especially when it is forgotten that a doctrine has a history and an origin. I assume that the reflection on Scripture by its compositors was theological in nature, governed by beliefs of overriding importance, first of all that God is one. Crucially, the literature could only have been dependent on deep faith that the community that created, studied, and revered it did so in service to an extraordinary calling, to embed in language a knowledge of God. I assume that the text as a whole developed with a full awareness of the text as it existed to that point and of the traditions, thoughts, and events that might be assimilable to it. Scripture grew from this basis for centuries, continuously reflecting on itself, seeing ongoing history as meaningful or revelatory just as the lives of the patriarchs and the great exodus had been.


According to Scripture, a pastoralist clan with a shared ancestor, Abraham, were enslaved for centuries in Egypt, then migrated under the leadership of a figure named Moses to the land of Canaan. There, over time, they became a society, a nation. The unifying belief that made one people of this federation of tribes was that they were a special case in God’s dealings with humankind, first of all in their having a knowledge of God that arose from a relationship with Him, initiated by Him. He had made a covenant that assured His loyalty to them through His bond with their ancestors. When God identifies Himself to Moses as “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob,” He is invoking a very remote past, four hundred years distant from the generation of the exodus. There seems to have been no continuity of covenant patriarchy to be invoked in the intervening period, no way of life of the people within Egypt to be preserved after their migration, though there were elements of social order among them, tribes and elders. A memory of the God of Abraham must survive among them, since Moses asks God for a name the people will recognize and he is given YHWH, a name which modern scholars spell and pronounce Yahweh. (In Genesis 4:26, during the time of Cain, it is said that men began to call on this name.) It is noted in the text that the mother and father of Moses and his brother Aaron are of the priestly tribe of the Levites. Their mother has a theophoric name, Jochebed. And Moses carries the bones of Joseph to Canaan, faithful to his last wish. Only these details suggest a continuity with the faith and culture of the patriarchs.


Then where do the stories of the patriarchs come from? I take the narratives of Genesis to have been collected at the time of the exodus and after, when the fact that this liberated multitude was participating in a history and an identity associated with these names would have prompted a great interest in old stories about them. If Moses was adopted by an Egyptian princess, he would probably have remained with his wet-nurse mother for a number of years, until he was a sturdy child, at least. So his mother could have filled his mind with Hebrew lore, visions of the old freedom, before his acculturation as an Egyptian had begun. On the other hand, he is taken to be an Egyptian, even by other Hebrews. Moses and Aaron are both Egyptian names, and no Hebrew names are remembered for them. Moses only began to identify with his people as a grown man, and then in a sudden impulse that alienated him from them. After he realized that their God had spoken to him, invoking these ancient names, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, he might have listened with great interest to every story about the tribes of Israel in the generations before their descent into Egypt. It should be noted that, by comparison with the hero stories that are taken to anchor the identities of other ancient cultures, these tales of the patriarchs are notably human in scale, gentle, even domestic. In any case, these stories are the nucleus of a powerful literature and a powerful identity.


All this assumes that Moses himself is a historical figure. There are so many great lawgivers in antiquity, so many creators and heroes of nations, that doubt in his case seems tendentious. Dido, Queen of Carthage, was an actual woman, the outcast sister of an actual Pygmalion. Because the historical consequences of Moses’s life have been and continue to be immeasurably great, it is easy to forget that, measured by the standards of a Cyrus or a Tamerlane or an Alexander, he is a very minor figure. In terms of lives taken, countries subjugated, or wealth amassed, his impact was extremely modest and entirely credible. I will assume that Moses, he to whom the Lord spoke face-to-face, and his tradition are primary influences on the composition of Genesis.


• • •


It has been usual for a century and a half for writers on the Old Testament to compare the biblical narratives of Creation with the myths of the surrounding cultures. Similarities among them are generally taken to indicate borrowing, and the borrowing to be proof that the biblical texts are derivative, the early chapters of Genesis, as the younger literature, being derived from these pagan tales. I will look at the ways in which the texts are comparable, and the ways in which these points of comparison establish profound differences in the conceptions of the very systems of Being articulated by these narratives.


The fact that Western thought has been deeply influenced by concepts like creation ex nihilo and the Fall of Man makes clear that the Genesis narratives serve very ably as troves of conceptual language. Large assertions are made in the text, for example, that the reality we experience had a beginning, an idea disputed by major scientists into the twentieth century. An emergent universe brings innumerable mysteries, scientific as well as theological—Why did it happen? How will it end?—which the ancients both anticipated and variously addressed in language that is figurative and therefore charged with meaning.


Babylonia was a great cultural influence in its region and period. Because they are most often discussed by scholars in relation to Genesis, and because, in the literatures of the ancient Near East, they are most comparable with it, I will restrict my comparison of biblical and pagan literature to these two great Babylonian narratives, the Epic of Gilgamesh and the Enuma Elish, variants of which appear throughout the region. Other cities adopted them as their own, changing little more than the names of the heroes and gods involved. The Genesis stories, rather than adopting or appropriating them, instead engage the literatures to which they are often compared, accepting an image or a term but transforming its meaning within a shared language of thought. Of course we have no knowledge of the preliterate life of these narratives or of their ultimate origins.


The Enuma Elish is actually a theogony, a tale of the emergence of the gods and the rise of one god, Marduk, as dominant among them. An attempt is made to describe Marduk:




His limbs were ingeniously made, beyond comprehension,


Impossible to understand, too difficult to perceive.


Four were his eyes, four were his ears;


When his lips moved, fire blazed forth.


The four ears were enormous


And likewise the eyes; they perceived everything.





The gods of the Enuma Elish suffer hunger, terror, and loss of sleep. There are generations of them, born of one another, the great mother of them all being Tiamat, a serpent monster, who, provoked by the noise the younger gods make, determines to kill them. She is so terrifying that the young god Marduk alone is able to defeat her. He splits her corpse like a fish, uses half to make the sky, the other half the earth, makes her two weeping eyes into the Tigris and the Euphrates, and so on. This could hardly be more remote from the infinite serenity of “let there be … and there was.”


Against this background of ambient myth, to say that God is the good creator of a good creation is not a trivial statement. The insistence of Genesis on this point, even the mention of goodness as an attribute of the Creation, is unique to Genesis. A Babylonian, drawing on the account of things made in the narratives of his or her religion and, for that matter, on his or her experience as a human being, might beg to differ. Their gods are fickle, engrossed in conflicts and resentments, indifferent or hostile to humankind. To the degree that the epic of a culture influences its people’s experience of the world, a cup of water might taste of the tears of a vast serpent forever alive in death. It is not difficult to imagine how the rigors of ancient life might have yielded this alarming view of things. It can smack of realism down to the present day. Yet Babylonia was also like ancient Greece in that it was civil and humane by the standards of the time. Its laws were literally exemplary, quite probably a direct influence on the law of Moses.


Where did the relative benignity of the Hebrew cosmos come from? It certainly does not depend on a denial of the reality of evil, understanding the word to embrace such things as loss or harm as well as transgression or malice. Indeed, it seems to come with the recognition of evil. The Fall and its consequences, Cain’s killing of his brother, the Flood—these events are the foreground of biblical history. If Genesis should be attributed to the influence of Moses, it was written after the centuries of slavery in Egypt and then the desert wandering, two periods of extreme suffering, which were followed by the barbarous turmoil described in the books of Joshua and Judges. In any case, to assert the existence of evil in the broad sense, as it is understood in the primordial stories, Genesis 2:4 to 11:32, is essential to the whole narrative of Scripture. The Babylonian epic describes wars between rival armies of gods. For them “good” seems to be the order that comes with the triumph of Marduk. In Genesis, from the first, good is intrinsic to the whole of Creation. So in this very important respect the literatures are conceptually unlike. The Hebrew writers were not simply appropriating prevailing myths. They had weighty, human-centered concerns of their own, concerns entirely unique to them.


There is no reason to suppose that, over the medium term, any ancient people would have been exempt from the afflictions brought on by the vagaries of nature, not to mention by human greed or violence. Given the importance of evil in experience, the Hebrews were set a remarkable problem by their monotheism, their one just and loving God. Evil could not be understood as an aspect of God’s nature or laid to a consort or a rival god. There was no serpent monster Tiamat to unleash a deluge for reasons of her own. In this essential regard, to assign causes to events is clearly not the method or intention of biblical narrative. We don’t know why Abel’s offering was acceptable and Cain’s was not, why Jacob was favored over Esau or Israel over the nations. Events have their origins and meaning within God’s truly inscrutable intention. The suffering of the people is foreseen when childless Abraham, faultless and favored, is given a vision of futurity in the form of a terrible dream. Causality is changed, more or less disabled, when events are predestined.


This reticence can be considered a positive statement about emergent history within the emergence of reality itself. Humankind has seized upon unnumbered accounts of the character of classes, genders, and ethnicities, their probable actions, gifts, and pathologies, many of these biases having the status and the consequences of plain certainty. Behind every prejudice there is an assumption about the behavior that might or might not be expected of an individual or a population. These assumptions are frequently codified as restrictions that preclude challenges to their predictive force. This is only one instance of an obdurate confidence that afflicts us generally, the idea that we know the causes of things. It is the basis from which we reason backward to arrive at explanation. Why do human beings exist? To make offerings to Marduk and the gods. Why do human beings exist? The God of Genesis is unique in His having not a use but instead a mysterious, benign intention for them.


• • •


Abraham was, at the time of “an horror of great darkness” and a terrible dream, a wanderer with no heir and no country and no certain place to bury his dead. He did have the singular attention of God, who confronted him again and again with promises, blessings with the force of demands. There is nothing conditional about them, though Abraham’s “belief” makes him suitable to receive them. He leaves his father’s house and, with his family, goes to a distant country the Lord has promised him and his descendants, and where he cannot stay because there is famine. To an observer his life might look like the life of any pastoralist, this stranger drifting through the countryside, looking for grazing for his herds. By epic standards there is a very great quiet around the dealings of God with Abraham. Though Abraham is engrossed inwardly in an awareness of God that will indeed make him the father of nations, and though God’s intense awareness of Abraham is essential to all that follows, the surface of the commonplace is broken only a few times in the course of this very immediate and radically asymmetrical companionship—as good a word as any, since the Lord, as a stranger, has accepted, no doubt enjoyed, Abraham’s hospitality. They have broken bread together. It might be true that Abraham’s conception of God is limited by his having lived in a world of multitudes of gods with special and limited powers—nature, tribal, and household gods. But the conception of God in the text, in the telling, understands Him as the God of history. By means of landless and childless Abram, his name until God renames him Abraham, “a father of many nations,” He will bless all the families of the earth. It should be noted that this is a very sweet promise, a credit to Him Who makes it and him who is moved by it. I know of nothing in any way comparable. The very great tact with which God enters the human world through Abraham, respecting its expectations, is entirely consistent with the centrality He has given humankind in His Creation.


As an interpretation of his people’s history cast back on patriarchal times, Abram’s dream vision makes authoritative an understanding of the slavery and wandering of the Hebrew tribes as divinely intended and providential. The darkness of the dream and the weirdness of its occasion make clear that grief and cruelty are foretold in it. No reason for them is given. On its face the bondage in Egypt is neither a reward nor a punishment. It is a long moment in providential history, not to be explained in other terms. In any case, the blackness of darkness is never minimized. Over time, the biblical narrative inverts the apparent meaning of the suffering of many generations, no slight thing. Grueling misfortune prepares for singular favor, difficult favor, whose main product and proof might be the narratives that record and interpret this history. The narrative introduces the idea of divine purpose, relative to humankind, its intention to be realized over vast stretches of time. This is an understanding of God and humanity that has no equivalent in other literatures, God both above and within time, His providence reaching across unnumbered generations. The character of everything, good fortune and bad, is changed when its ultimate meaning awaits the great unfolding of His intention. So the problem of evil is not solved but is instead infinitely complicated. When Jesus says of his executioners “They know not what they do,” we can appreciate how very radically his words understate the case. If the same were said of the mythic progenitors of human history, Adam and Eve, or of the splitters of the atom, the creators of antibiotics, and all the rest of us, the truth of these words would overwhelm our power to conceive.


• • •


Skeptical interpretations of religion tend to treat it as a primitive attempt to explain things that reason and science would in the course of time make a true and sufficient account of. Say Babylonia believed that the world had suffered a great inundation meant to destroy the human race because the gods found human beings irksome. Who knows what belief is, even when it is culturally and ritually instilled through ages and when there is no competing vision available? But these epics might have taken authority from the fact that they describe a melancholy form of dynamic equilibrium. The gods, faint with hunger, once decided it was more practical to limit human population by assigning a spirit to steal infants from their mothers’ laps than to destroy them wholesale. (This according to a variant of the epic called Atra-Hasis.) They would have “explained” infant mortality. How many infants died when Pharaoh, like a god of Babylon, set about reducing the number of Hebrews in Egypt by destroying their infants? We know only that the infant Moses lived. Babylonian myth rationalized the deaths of children by supposing the gods to be indifferent to human sorrow and hostile to human life, insofar as it exceeded the numbers the gods found useful to themselves. In stark contrast, the Hebrew myth explains nothing. Or it offers two explanations that seem incompatible on their face. One is the wickedness of Pharaoh. The other, simultaneous with it, is the will and intent of God. This crime, this sorrow, is simply among the first things that must happen in order for the darkest part of Abram’s dream to be fulfilled and the extraordinary promise made to his descendants to be realized.


There are in effect two forms of fatalism in play. A Babylonian might console herself with the thought that the gods must do as they must do. On these terms a kind of stability has been reached between gods and humankind. A Hebrew could say that her God had a great purpose unfolding in time, far too vast in its workings to be readily described as providential, except in faith. The very remarkable belief of these ancient Hebrews that God loved the world and valued humankind persisted among them through every difficulty. It gave them the conception of time as open-ended from a mortal point of view but utterly purposive, shaped by a divine intention for which a thousand years are like a day when it is past. Time is implicated in the idea of covenant or promise. Destiny will be fulfilled, loyalty will be maintained, into a future unlike all the misery and happiness that must intervene between now and then. Within this great certainty little can be assumed.


Genesis acknowledges a crucial variable that is not present in the Babylonian epics—human culpability. To have been too noisy is more anodyne, even, than to have tasted an apple. But Adam and Eve disobeyed, doubted, tried to deceive. These are all complex acts of will. The old Christian theologies spoke of felix culpa, the fortunate fall. This is in effect another name for human agency, responsibility, even freedom. If we could do only those things God wills, we would not be truly free, though to discern the will of God and act on it is freedom. Our human nature as fallen and our human nature as divine have a dynamic, asymptotic relation with each other, meeting at infinity, perhaps. In any case, the centrality of humankind in the creation myth of Genesis is from the beginning an immeasurable elevation of status, made meaningful in the fact of our interacting with God even at the level of sacred history. This is unique to the Bible and central to both Testaments. Could Moses really have refused to return to Egypt? Might Judas have refused to betray Jesus, who knew he must be betrayed? All this is related to the fact that the Bible does not exist to explain away mysteries and complexities but to reveal and explore them with a respect and restraint that resists conclusion.


This irresolvable question regarding the origin and meaning of human actions persists in crucial contexts throughout both Testaments. Yes, Moses could have refused to return to Egypt because he was a wanted man there and he did not yet know this God who was laying claim to him; but no, in that Moses was crucial to the unfolding of history. Could Pilate have spared Jesus his death on a cross? Yes, in that we recognize his experience of reluctant choice, and in that the drama of the moment is palpable in the accounts made of it; no, because the event of Jesus’s death would be, again, epochal. It is the centrality of humankind, exceptional among the myths of neighboring cultures, that draws down this order of attention to the great mystery of the origins and meaning of individual actions, and the meaning of individual lives. If questions arise about my illustrating points about the Hebrew Bible with instances from the New Testament, I think it is relevant to interpretation that this aspect of the older text is sustained in the newer one despite all the time and cultural change that stands between them, and that it is in both cases unique among comparable literatures. For my purposes here, the recurrence of the question in moments of greatest significance demonstrates the loyalty of both traditions to the setting of human experience against and within cosmic history, one unfathomable, the other qualitatively unlike anything we know. When they are seen to occur together, much may be apprehended, but nothing is explained. Ecclesiastes makes the point elegantly: “I have seen the travail, which God hath given to the sons of men to be exercised in it. He hath made every thing beautiful in his time: also he hath set the world in their heart, so that no man can find out the work that God maketh from the beginning to the end.” The engrossing beauty of the vanishing present exists within the knowledge that “whatsoever God doeth, it shall be for ever: nothing can be put to it, nor any thing taken from it.”


• • •


The matter of the universality of the meaning of Abraham’s life is touched on after a surprisingly untypical tale of his rescuing and restoring the wealth of some kings, and his nephew Lot, as well, who have been raided and abducted by other kings. On his return he is met by Melchizedek, king of Salem, who is priest of El Elyon, God Most High, “possessor of heaven and earth.” This mysterious figure brings out bread and wine and blesses Abram in the name of his god—or of God. Abram gives this priest a tenth of what he has recovered and says he has sworn to “the LORD, the most high God, the possessor of heaven and earth,” that he will keep nothing for himself. The word Lord replaces the name YHWH in translation, so it could be that Abram is claiming for God the attributes Melchizedek has claimed for El Elyon, the highest god in the Canaanite pantheon. But Abram seems to have accepted the priest’s blessing, his bread and wine. And he has given him a tithe.


The implication is that Melchizedek, who can only be thought of as pagan, is indeed a priest of God. The recurrence of this figure in Scripture supports this reading. Melchizedek appears again, strange as ever, in Psalm 110, which is a messianic psalm of David, quoted by Jesus as such. That is, it is taken in Jewish, then Christian tradition to anticipate the Messiah, who will be, in the words of the psalm, “a priest for ever after the order of Melchizedek.” So tradition affirms the special, though mysterious, importance of this encounter between Abram, whose relationship with God would seem to make him the one non-pagan in the world at the time, and this priest of El Elyon, a god who, in Canaanite texts, is not more godlike than the other figures in the Babylonian pantheon. Abram responds to Melchizedek in a way that grants him the kind of respect priesthood implicitly claims.


It is interesting that the matter of the worship of false gods does not arise in the story of Abraham, where it might seem to have come up almost inevitably. I will once more scandalize scholarly norms by looking to the New Testament for help in understanding this. In his Letter to the Romans, Paul offers an account of the origins of paganism. He says of the Lord, “For the invisible things of him from the creation of the world are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made, even his eternal power and Godhead.” But of idolators: “Professing themselves to be wise, they became fools, and changed the glory of the incorruptible God into an image made like to corruptible man, and to birds, and fourfooted beasts, and creeping things.” Paul goes on to denounce sexual practices he, as a Jew, associates with paganism. Historical Christianity has tended to seize upon prohibitions and condemnations to the neglect of matters of greater importance. In seeing paganism as a declined form of an original and potentially universal knowledge of God, Paul is granting it a degree of truth. In the same way, he speaks to the Athenians about an altar, among the many objects of their worship, inscribed “TO THE UNKNOWN GOD.” He tells them, “Whom therefore ye ignorantly worship, him declare I unto you.” The apostle is seizing on one possible, slight departure from the city’s robust expressions of polytheism to make an account of a God unknowable in pagan terms. “God that made the world and all things therein, seeing that he is Lord of heaven and earth, dwelleth not in temples made with hands; neither is worshipped with men’s hands, as though he needed any thing, seeing he giveth to all life, and breath, and all things.” Men should seek after God,




Though he be not far from every one of us:


For in him we live, and move, and have our being;


As certain also of our own poets have said,


“For we are also his offspring.”





A fundamental universalism is clearly a consequence of the conception of God as one. The question is whether and how Genesis acknowledges this.


• • •


“In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.” One might expect that the writer or writers of this grandest poem would have declared YHWH, Yahweh, the Lord, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to be the Creator of all that is. But the word that appears is Elohim, a plural form of El, a common word meaning god, which is also the name of the highest Canaanite god, El Elyon.


When I think there was a day when a human hand first wrote those words, I am filled with awe. This sentence is a masterpiece of compression. It approximates as closely as words allow the instantaneous realization of an intent, the bringing into being of the diversity of things that make up the world of fundamental human experience. The Enuma Elish begins with an account of the gods in their generations emerging into a preexisting state of unbeing. Hesiod’s Theogony, a much later work that had authority as an inspired text among the ancient Greeks, also begins with the begetting of gods, though without the interesting Babylonian pause over the question of what preceded them. In the Hebrew narrative, Creation is unified by the recurrent phrase “and it was so,” evoking again the sense of the instantaneous efficacy of God’s will, a sense of the marvelous particularity of each enrichment of the living world, and also a kind of reverent amazement on the part of the unimaginable knower, in effect observer, of this emergence of being out of a formless void. It is the world we know—the sun giving light to the earth, sea creatures swarming, birds in flight across the heavens—all seen in their wondrous singularity, yet made one in the seven iterations of the word good. The poem at the end of the book of Job tells us that, at Creation, “the morning stars sang together, and all the sons of God shouted for joy.” If this seems not strictly monotheistic, the poem sets itself the problem of evoking Creation, new and replete with divine intention, the highest, most perfect consciousness and awareness filling everything, dealt with here by letting the stars sing. To isolate the mind of God, to think of Him as limited by even the loftiest of His attributes, is surely an error, an anthropomorphism. At the same time, by the grace of God, we know something of this joy.


• • •


We may consider that good-ness was created together with everything that is called good, since the narrative allows us nothing but the world as it emerges, nothing to which comparison can be made, no antecedents and no context. Contemporary cosmology is comparable in its reticence. Something happened, once, so far as we can tell, that eventuated and continues to eventuate in Being as we know it and do not know it, as we will and will not know it, all its consequences borne along in time, which may be, as Einstein said, our most persistent illusion. The vast cosmos was infinitesimal at its origins, presumably a particle, but this might be supposition, an aid to the imagination, which finds true Nothing inconceivable.


The history of the relationship of science and religion teaches that the two are best kept apart, even when points of comparison between them are not trivial. Religion is ancient, and science, presented as one side in a controversy with religion, is antique. It is one of the mysteries of human experience that ancient has and deserves a positive valence while antique is distinctly invidious. Since the middle of the nineteenth century Darwin has anchored what has been offered, typically by nonscientists, as the position of science in opposition to religion. Their version of evolutionary theory is antique, a fossil rationalism. The very great complexity and mutability of the gene and all that pertains to it is somehow discounted by them in defense of a simple model of causality, an explanation of everything so forthright as to displace all mystifications.


To propose a divine actor in any account of things is widely assumed to be ignorant, childish, primitive. This might be fair, the judgment true and deserved, if the theist view that divine origins have implanted a sacredness in existence could be disproved, and if theism were barren of great thought, high aesthetic achievement, humane influence. Atheism is a relatively minor element in world culture, so its contributions are harder to assess. History offers a very mixed testimony, for example, on whether religion promotes civilization or impedes and distorts its advance. Having the bleak advantage of living in a period when the natural order and the social order are fraying together, and the metaphysical side of religion, the very conception of the sacred, has vanished like the atmosphere of a lifeless planet, it is fair to wonder what depended on what and urgent to discover how the fracturing of reality as we have known it can be stopped or slowed.


In the first Creation narrative in Genesis 1:1 to 2:4 nothing is causally related to anything else. The reserve of the first Creation narrative in maintaining a perfect silence about what might have happened or existed before “the beginning” sets it apart from myth and invites comparison to scientific cosmology. In ancient Near Eastern myth there is an elsewhere, a habitation of the gods where they feast and sleep and make war on one another. Foolish, vulnerable, self-centered, these were the gods of sophisticated and influential civilizations. They were well suited to accounting by their vast power and their utter fecklessness for the disasters that plague human life.


In the myths of surrounding cultures we are told that the gods have houses, that there is a non-earthly theater for the acting out of their desires and jealousies and quarrels, triumphs and defeats. Scripture returns repeatedly to insist that God is not like this, that is, that this conception of the divine is in error. When Solomon dedicates the famous temple in Jerusalem, when he has “built the house for the name of the LORD God,” he prays, “O LORD God of Israel, there is no God like thee in the heaven, nor in the earth; which keepest covenant, and shewest mercy unto thy servants … But will God in very deed dwell with man on the earth? Behold, heaven and the heaven of heavens cannot contain thee; how much less this house which I have built.” In 2 Corinthians, Paul speaks of one “caught up to the third heaven.” This image of utter transcendence is sustained throughout the Scriptures, just at the limit of what can be apprehended and uttered, granting the astonishing human privilege of knowing about these things at all.


Humankind are very marginal in the Enuma Elish, servants of the gods in the sense that they perform the labor involved in building their temples and feeding them. The second narrative in Genesis with its anthropomorphisms seems meant to invite comparison with such myths. It says no, in fact it is the Lord who has created a habitation for humankind, and it is He who provides food for them. Humankind are the center of creation. They have no competitors for God’s attention. He is present with them in what must be a desire to share the pleasures that are intrinsic to Creation, for example, the evening and the morning. Their disobedience is a failure of trust in His benevolence toward them.


The Genesis narrative as a whole can be thought of as a counterstatement of this kind, retelling the Creation in terms that reject in essential points the ancient Near Eastern characterization of the divine, of humankind, and of Creation itself. We know that Babylon was a sophisticated culture, and we also know that in the modern period its myths have been understood as tending to support a project of demystification of the biblical texts that is invested in seeing them all, pagan and Hebrew, as primitive. So their myths deserve to be looked at again. For our purposes it is sufficient to say that these myths swept the civilizations of the ancient Near East and engaged the attention of Hebrew mythopoesis.


The biblical way of telling the story of Creation differs from ambient narratives precisely at the points of their likeness. Similar terms are adopted for the purposes of argument, God or gods, El or Elohim being important instances of this. Imagine proponents of different forms of government all using the terms justice or legitimacy. At these points the most important disagreement would occur. It seems appropriate to find a pattern of controversy focused on shared themes or images. This would allow for the possibility that the narratives of Babylonian myth were also philosophic, in Josephus’s sense of the word, existing somewhere between truth and parable, containing assertions about the nature of things that also render felt reality. The great rivers, Tigris and Euphrates, are lively and violent, humankind can be swept away as if by malice or whim. The world was created by gods who depend on it, sometimes overwhelm it on slight pretexts but otherwise care little about it. The first and second Creation narratives in Genesis, and the Flood, are the three passages most frequently seen as sharing in the mythic landscape of Canaanite or Babylonian culture.


The biblical narratives establish their unlikeness most powerfully in their reticence. What came before that first moment? If we imagine that time itself arose from that first event, which is perfectly possible by scientific standards of possibility, then we must also imagine that cause and effect, as we have understood them, would not exist in time’s absence. Time is the medium of change, the medium of the transactions among things and conditions. God is active in time and is beyond time, aloof from it. The biblical vision of Creation is structured around there being no preexisting reality of any kind, an absolute difference from other myth. The Bible ponders the anomaly of time, for example in Psalm 90, which is called “a prayer of Moses.”




Before the mountains were brought forth, or ever thou hadst formed the earth and the world, even from everlasting to everlasting thou art God.


…


For a thousand years in thy sight


are but as yesterday when it is past,


and as a watch in the night.





God inhabits and is an eternal present, while the temporal world changes and the generations emerge and perish in their turn. Time is duration, say, the number of hours or years a hope lingers until it is fulfilled or abandoned. Such an interval can seem endless, though it occurs entirely as present experience, as the now that is gone as the word now is said. However inescapably a moment might come burdened with shock or grief or illumination, it is itself vanishingly, indefinably slight. Duration, which cannot be escaped, is the sum of unquantifiable, bound-aryless moments that cannot be grasped. It is brilliant to compare time in the view of eternity with “yesterday when it is past.” The immediacy that is our experience is dispelled from it as present becomes past, becomes both irrecoverable and determining, another thing entirely. Moses’s one hundred twenty years of life and forty years of desert wandering end with a prayer or a plea: “Establish thou the work of our hands upon us; yea, the work of our hands establish thou it.” His work has had profound consequence for hundreds of generations. This great fact is another instruction in the complexity and mystery of time.


In the second Creation narrative, Genesis 2:4 to 3:24, the story uses mythic elements very selectively. God “appears,” but only to create and to enjoy His creation—the primordial orchard, the evening air, the beautiful moment. What is behind or beyond Creation is as exempt from fantasy or speculation in the second narrative as in the first. The second narrative is usually treated as if it were a borrowing from the ambient lore about the origins of things, especially from the Babylonian epic, Enuma Elish. God’s “presence” here is evoked in human-seeming terms, so the fact that He is not actually “seen” can be overlooked. He is anthropomorphic in the sense that He enjoys a pleasure He has prepared for His man and woman and all their descendants to enjoy as well, an evening breeze, a walk in a garden. This can be read as His unique identification with His creatures rather than as being mythic in any usual sense. His presence changes nothing and implies nothing in the way of a more primary or glorious reality or mode of being. Creation in its integrity is the whole ground of the narrative.


• • •


The fact that there is a Babylonian account of the origins of things, a “Babylonian Genesis,” has been oddly important to Old Testament scholarship. In theory, I suppose, these narratives could be more dissimilar, though in fact this is hard to imagine. When the existence of this epic broke upon the world—very dramatically, considering that it had been known of since antiquity—the tablets on which it was written were often fragmented and translation was difficult, sometimes speculative. This may have allowed early interpreters to supplement their reading with the expectation of influence, borrowing.


It is true that there is a deluge with human survivors in the Epic of Gilgamesh. There is also a mythic Greek flood, survived by Deucalion and Pyrrha. An all-overwhelming deluge is a powerful image. If the near obliteration of humankind brought on by the gods was a subject of interest to the ancients, then its recurrence indicates something deeper than borrowing.


There are details the Noah story has taken from the Babylonian tale of the Flood. In the Epic of Gilgamesh, a man named Utnapishtim finds favor with the god Ea, who warns him to build a boat and stock it with all living things. Then a flood overwhelms the earth. Like Noah, in order to know when he can leave the boat, Utnapishtim releases birds. If they return to him the waters have not begun to recede. There is no sign of embarrassment in the appropriation by Hebrew Scripture of these story elements, which would have been widely known throughout the ancient Near Eastern world. The pretty business of the bird looking for a place to rest its foot, returning to Noah’s hand with a sprig in its beak in the more expansive biblical version, must have been too pleasing to omit, even while it made its literary indebtedness entirely obvious. This being true, the transformation in the meaning of the story from one telling to the next, Babylonian to Hebrew, is a study in how biblical thought can suffuse material originally foreign to it.


The Flood narrative in the Epic of Gilgamesh is framed by the story of a young king to whom Marduk gives an ideal friend, Enkidu, a wild man, his equal in strength. The two share adventures, struggle together with mythic beasts. Then Enkidu dies. Gilgamesh is heartbroken, and he is terrified of death despite somewhat consoling mentions in the text of a netherworld where something like life goes on. He hears that there is one man who has not died, Utnapishtim the Far Distant. Gilgamesh finds him and asks him how he became immortal. Though immortality seems to have little to recommend it, Utnapishtim tells him how he received it, having survived a great flood.


Utnapishtim’s patron god, Ea, knows that the other gods have all decided to exterminate humankind. He reveals the plan to his favorite, Utnapishtim—not directly but by speaking to a wall, so as not to have violated his pact with the other gods. On his overheard instructions, the man builds an ark, takes his wife, the creatures, and artisans as well, and waits out the flood. Afterward, when he is found to have survived, the gods are furious.


In Genesis there are no artisans on board the ark, only Noah and his family. The biblical Flood is a second Creation, a restoring of the world on somewhat altered terms. It is like the first Creation in that there is only one human family. Noah is a second Adam. The accounts that follow of Noah’s descendants spreading into the regions of the world as they knew it make the point again, and so does the story of Babel, in which differences of language scatter one people. The familial unity of humankind could not have been an issue for the Babylonians in the same way because in their epics people can be created simply as needed, for example, Enkidu, as well as the Fish-man, the Scorpion-man, and other half-human entities made to be weapons in the war of the gods. The Hebrews surely had as strong a consciousness of themselves as a group as any other ancient people. Their striking collective history and their belief in a privileged knowledge of God would have made this inevitable. But the implied genealogies that structure the primordial tales in Genesis preclude the idea that differences between groups could ever be of a qualitative kind, deeper than differences within a family. This is extraordinarily important to their ethics and law, and also to the meaningfulness of their exploration of the nature of humankind. Paul tells the Athenians that God “made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell on all the face of the earth, and hath determined the times before appointed, and the bounds of their habitation.”


Utnapishtim and his wife have no descendants, and yet the world of Gilgamesh has cities. Where do the people come from? The same question arises in the biblical story of Cain and Abel. Cain is afraid someone will kill him because he is a murderer—when he, with his father and mother, would have been the only people on earth. My theory about the composition of Genesis allows me to say that the story is about something important enough to justify a departure from a standard of realism that is impressive over against comparable Babylonian or Egyptian or Greek stories. For them, of course, the fabulous is at the center of the telling. In its literary context, the this-worldliness of Genesis feels like rigor. One God, and Adam’s children. These are its whole subject.


The question in the Epic of Gilgamesh is whether death is truly universal and inevitable, even for a hero king who is only one-third human. The ending is slightly equivocal—Utnapishtim tells him to find a particular water plant that will make him immortal, but a serpent steals it away from him. So the question is not really answered. It is a little disappointing that the resolution, such as it is, is not offered at the same level of seriousness as the problem. In any case, the single-minded intention of the gods to destroy all of humanity and their anger at finding that there were these few survivors is starkly different from the biblical version. The gods are reminded by the destruction they have brought down on humanity that they themselves can starve, that they are actually dependent on people to feed them. On these terms they accept a human presence.


God solicitously preserves a human family. In Genesis there is a reconciliation between God and humanity after the Flood, or an accommodation of God’s expectations to the reality of human nature. God makes a covenant with Creation never again to destroy it by flood, and He gives the survivors a few essential laws. This is the second “beginning,” this time setting the terms on which the human race will continue and will exist in relation to God, by His grace. This is an entire departure from the Babylonian narrative.


In Genesis, the Flood is a judgment brought on by human evil. Here divine expectation has nothing to do with dependency and everything to do with human moral behavior, notably our propensity to violence. The Flood is a great instance of an “event” in narrative functioning as a term in a controversy. Flooding was a factor in Mesopotamian life but not in Canaan or Israel. Granting the occasional fact of catastrophe in one form or another and assuming the reality of deities that would unleash it, what would their motives be? For the Babylonians they might have been a tetchy indifference coupled with a lack of foresight. The gods would have learned restraint from their own terror, their own potential mortality. The God of Genesis is moved by human evil. The text, as usual, does not draw particular attention to the nature of the sin, though violence is mentioned several times. Human beings are making earth a hell so He acts to put an end to it all, saving only Noah, “a just man and perfect in his generations,” with his family and the male and female of all the creatures.


These two stories differ crucially at their points of similarity. The Deluge might well arise as an instance of the problem of evil among people who experienced catastrophic flooding. The tale was popular and influential, and philosophically minded Hebrews might have said: Granted such things do happen. Famine, pestilence, and invasion destroy great cities indiscriminately. The Deluge is a good metaphor for the world returned all at once to a primal state. So, granting the Deluge for purposes of argument, why would such a thing happen? Modern readers struggle with this narrative, asking, as if it were a real event, whether a good God would wipe away almost His whole creation, when surely the idea of divine goodness could not include such an act. If the ancients had been writing fiction, they might well have omitted the episode entirely and many more like it. But in fact they were trying to conceptualize something true, that disasters which obliterate life as if it had no value are a factor in human experience. In the myths of Babylon, the gods were volatile, impulsive, but also needy, therefore constrained and able to be placated. Evil in the large sense is always an aspect of their nature. This is to read back from experience, to attribute disaster to the great forces that had created reality, and that animated all its properties, both wonderful and terrible, in order to form some conception of these makers.


In adapting the narrative of the Deluge for its purposes, the biblical tradition compounded every difficulty with its loyalty to the conception of God as one, as wholly good, and as engaged by and committed to humankind. At the same time, the evil that, according to Genesis, brought on the Deluge was found in “the thoughts of his [man’s] heart.” Humankind is a moral actor in this drama, not simply a victim. It is in the nature of these primordial stories that they never really end. They define the terms of everything that follows. It is not just anyone who disgraces himself when the world is first being restored, but righteous Noah, a second Adam, the progenitor of us all, human like us all.


After the Flood come the earliest laws, a distinctively Hebrew response to the problem of evil and to the possibility of human righteousness in a reality that clearly does not enforce virtuous or even rational behavior. Utnapishtim the Far Distant cannot share immortality with Gilgamesh. This is to say, we all die. Noah brings transgression into the restored world. This is to say, we all sin. But God has made a covenant with Noah and with the whole Creation, which He will honor despite all. This is the climax in the Hebrew telling of the tale. The goodness of God is affirmed in His forbearance and loyalty. The value of humankind is affirmed by them as well. “What is man, that thou art mindful of him?” This great question, from a psalm of David, is a profound reversal on the problem seemingly posed by the Deluge. It reverberates through the whole great narrative. Turbulence is introduced into the Genesis Creation by human beings, and it is utterly meaningful.


• • •


This world is suited to human enjoyment—“out of the ground made the LORD God to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight”—in anticipation of human pleasure, which the Lord presumably shares. This is an extremely elegant detail. The beauty of the trees is noted before the fact that they yield food. It is a rich goodness that the Lord intended and created for our experience. Two things are signified, that God as the creator of beauty intends it for us to see and enjoy, and that He gives us the gifts of apprehension this pleasure requires, which is nothing less than a sharing of His mind with us in this important particular. That God Himself in some celestial sense has and enjoys this kind of perception gives us an insight into the meaning of our being made in His image. The world is imbued with these reminders that there is a beautiful intention and assurance expressed in every perception we have of loveliness in the natural world.


I enlarge on this detail about the trees because it contains statements about the nature of God and humankind and Creation that are radically unlike those offered in Babylonian myth. Those gods can be disturbingly human in their emotions, which cluster around self-aggrandizement, but they are not of a kind to let us know that our pleasure has been anticipated in the art of Creation. In this deep sense we are made to be companions with God.


If the actual forming of humankind out of dust alludes to it, it also departs from the making of human beings in the Enuma Elish. First, the creation of a single man and a single woman in Genesis is full of consequence, against the fourteen men and women without names or attributes to be fashioned out of clay in the Babylonian narrative. A goddess makes these people for the purpose of relieving a defeated army of rebel gods of the penal servitude to which they have been sentenced. There is nothing exalted in this, no thought of enchanting these nameless drudges with the beauty of the world. An intriguing detail—the clay from which these humans are to be made is mixed with the blood of a god, who has been killed for the purpose, the leader of the failed insurrection. So, nameless as they are, they have in their nature something both of the divine and of the profoundly rebellious.


Rebellion of a vastly milder kind figures in Genesis, of course. Adam, Dust, is given life by God’s breath. And he is sentenced to toil. But he himself, humanity itself, committed the trespass for which the punishment was due. Responsibility and attendant guilt might seem a dubious gift, except by comparison with the absolute determinism implied in having evil as an essential component of human nature. Granting that the Fall of Adam and Original Sin are ideas that skirt very near this view of things, the difference is crucial. The manifestations of fallenness in any individual person are a matter of what we experience as choice or character. The predisposition can be called rebellion against God, like the taint in the flesh of humankind as the Babylonian myth represents the matter. But there is a complication of the conception of human evil in the fact that, male and female, Adam and Eve, they were exalted in their creation as images of God. When they fell, the ground was cursed, but they were not. They and we were made subject not to God but to difficulty and necessity. And reality was changed with reference to our transgressions, which would be ongoing. That human beings were so central to the Creation that it would be changed by them, albeit for the worse, is, whatever else, a kind of tribute to what we are.


This likeness to God or participation in a divine nature of course has the meaning the narrative gives it—in the Babylonian mythos gods can act in defiance of other gods, which may mean in the moment or the context that they can be evil, that they can be defeated and subjugated. The God of the Hebrew mythos is creative, provident, attentive to his human creatures even to the point of demanding righteousness of them—demanding that they identify with Him, that is, obey Him, by choice. Famously, they do not. And they are put to work, like the defeated gods of the Enuma Elish and then the human beings who exist in order to toil in the place of these gods. Even here, in the matter of toil, which in both cases is, whatever else, a response to the fact that human life is full of endless difficulty, it is notable that Adam toils for bread, for his, their, own subsistence, while in the Babylonian view humans work for the gods’ subsistence and build ziggurats and temples to please them and make them approachable. The God of the Old Testament scorns the idea that He needs sacrifices, that is, that He hungers. He does not sleep. He does not dwell in a house. It seems bizarre to anyone with a Judeo-Christian conception of God, however secular, however merely cultural, even to say such things. But in the surrounding polytheisms it is important that the gods experience fear—their terror at the flood they unleash signifies that there is a limit to their extremes of destruction. They sleep—it is the disruptive noisiness of the lesser gods, then humankind, which keeps the serpent mother Tiamat from sleeping and moves her to wipe them out. The gods faint with hunger when the human population is too reduced to keep them fed.


So these simple statements, God does not hunger or sleep, are explicit and necessary distinctions with profound theological meaning having to do with the nature of God and His relationship to His Creation. Words like omniscience, omnipotence, transcendence, and immanence can enter theology, language about God, because the Old Testament makes and maintains these distinctions, even though the Hebrews, Israelites, first-century Jews engage in ritual sacrifice, as all the Mediterranean cultures seem to have done. The laws of the Torah make it clear that, at least at the appointed festivals, the sacrifices were feasts shared among communities with special reference to widows, orphans, and strangers. As a method of contributing to every kind of communal well-being this is a wonderful adaptation of a seemingly universal impulse and custom. The Homeric gods wanted their white thighbones. The Carthaginians were said to have sacrificed male children to Baal-Peor and his consort, Anat. In these cases some value was thought to have been transmitted to a god or gods by the human act of sacrifice. In the Torah the festivals are memorials of the origins and history of the community, that is, of the self-revelation of God in the events that formed them as a people. Like many provisions of the law of Moses, they also distribute nourishment in the course of asserting bonds that always include the needy. On these grounds they might well be pleasing to God and a contribution to the achievement of His purpose in the creation of a priestly people.


The narrative of the Flood in its Hebrew version explains how law becomes intrinsic to Creation. We now can imagine all too readily that the human world might become hellish enough that God could repent having made it: “The earth also was corrupt before God, and the earth was filled with violence.” We can be so contemptuous and abusive of one another, we images of God who are so prone to desecrating other images of God, individually and collectively. Law is not so much limitation as instruction, because it is finally up to us to keep it or break it. Law crystallizes or precipitates moral decision. Any one of us is as free as Adam to set it aside. Presumably God could have repopulated the world with a humanity capable only of righteousness. But His intention toward us, which is also His loyalty to us, has valued our autonomy. That our autonomy is still intact after the Flood is made clear in the fallibility of Noah.


The fact that certain Westerners have believed that Scripture should bear no relation to other ancient literatures has made its having borrowed a famous tale, though adapted to its own uses, a scandal of the kind that electrifies both fundamentalists and religion’s cultured despisers. One side in the controversy is rebuilding the ark to demonstrate its seaworthiness, or tramping up Ararat looking for its wreckage. The other sees the story as cribbed and fraudulent. If it is a trope, a fable or parable used to constellate essential terms so that they can be seen and characterized together and in relation to one another, then a literal interpretation is clearly not appropriate. The text, so obviously borrowed, does not tell us that God once subjected the world to an all-obliterating flood. It gives us a parable.


In a fable of our own we might propose a good god, maker of a good creation, who peopled it with creatures of a special brilliance and dignity and with a broad latitude that allowed them to act humanely and well, and to act against the god’s wishes and against their own well-being. Let us say they committed terrible violence, active and passive, against themselves, humankind, at every cost to nature and civilization. Say they used peace to study war, investing their brilliance in the devising of weapons whose destructive power could hardly be imagined. Say they permitted and created poverty so profound that it unleashed plague and destroyed them by the millions. Say these crimes were persisted in, and that they accelerated over thousands of years. Might not the good god repent of having made humankind, even decide to put them out of their misery?


This is not the story the Babylonians tell, because for them human beings are not central to Being itself. In the myth they are not moral actors. Forces that destroy them, whether wars or wild beasts, simply keep their relationship with the gods in balance.


This is not the story the Hebrews tell, either. The first thing we know about Noah is that he is righteous “in his generations,” which might mean righteous by the standards of the time. Nevertheless, we can conclude that Noah is rewarded for his good character, or we can conclude that Noah is saved, with pairs of all the species, because his righteousness is of a kind to make him able to have a part in the re-creation of the world. Species are saved on the boat of Utnapishtim, too, but the flood that has left the land as flat as a roof and returned humankind to clay falls out of the tale; the Flood and its effects simply end. In the Hebrew version the destruction prepares for a new creation. The animals are released from the ark. The Epic of Gilgamesh is silent on this point, as it is in the matter of the preference shown to Utnapishtim, the quality that endeared him to the god Ea.


• • •


In a long dialogue with Abram, God tells him that He will not destroy Sodom if ten righteous men are to be found in it. The fate of Sodom indicates that there were not ten righteous men, nor even one. In Noah we see the whole earth being saved by one righteous man, in his case before there are laws to instruct him. Righteousness is a very important word in Scripture, too little considered by interpreters, perhaps. The book of Job ponders righteousness, what it is and how it is rewarded. That God is righteous is preeminently true of Him, and it can also be true of men, and women, too, notably those Old Testament heroines who are named in the Gospel according to Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus. The book of Proverbs meditates on the righteous, often associating them with life. Psalm 92 says, “The righteous shall flourish like the palm tree: he shall grow like a cedar in Lebanon.” It says also “the wicked spring as the grass, and … all the workers of iniquity do flourish” but “they shall be destroyed for ever.” Righteousness is associated with life that is not doomed to destruction. It can save a city. It can save Creation. If one could imagine righteousness breaking out in earth’s saddest places, and among the exploiters of violence and poverty, one could anticipate the stable, long-term flourishing of something that deserved to be called life.


These old tales look directly at the possible de-creation of the living world. Fragile as its cities and settlements were at the time, its crops and herds, they know how this might happen. The variant of the Gilgamesh epic called Atra-Hasis has a graphic description of people experiencing starvation. The Christian belief in life after death—I share and treasure this belief—can distract attention from life itself, which is, after all, an ultimate good in the next world as in this one. Minus life, this planet is a grain of sand, a tiny captive of gravity, one of endless quadrillions, no doubt. We have no evidence that there is anything like earth, any other bearer of life. We create life and we destroy it, but we don’t know what it is. If it is the essence of everything, a breath of the very Spirit of God, it is fit and right that, first, as the basis of all understanding, of all righteousness, life itself should be properly felt and valued. Though this is by no means possible.


As I have said elsewhere, God makes a moral judgment of the behavior of human beings. What they do to one another matters to Him. “God saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually. And it repented the LORD that he had made man on the earth, and it grieved him at his heart.” This verse from Genesis 6:5–6 is very important to the story because it is the first part of an inclusio, a literary device often used in Scripture to frame a section of text so that section will be considered as a self-referential whole. The second part of the inclusio comes at Genesis 8:21. “The LORD said in his heart, ‘I will not again curse the ground any more for man’s sake; for the imagination of man’s heart is evil from his youth; neither will I again smite, any more every thing living, as I have done.’” What has happened between the first and the second of these thoughts in the heart of God? Noah and his family have waited out the Flood, left the ark when they could, and, like Utnapishtim, offered fragrant sacrifices. The Lord “smelled a sweet savour,” as the pagan gods do. The sacrifice might mollify Him in some way, because Noah has hoped to restore a bond of experience between God and man. But something much deeper has happened. The Lord, in the thoughts of His heart, has yielded to His love for the incorrigible—in Old Testament terms, His Absalom; in New Testament terms, the Prodigal; in theological terms, the lot of us. The story has been made to express God’s passionate expectation of righteousness and also His loving faithfulness, two divine attributes that might seem to be at odds, though righteousness is a quality that supports the well-being of others. In this the story departs utterly from its Babylonian model.


Tales that are told again and again tend to be structured around suspense. Here the startling reversal, from utter condemnation to unconditional pardon, is not forgiveness for any single offense but grace without reference to offenses. The listener shares the secret with the teller of the tale. Instead of destruction there comes a great assurance of ongoing life: “While the earth remaineth, seedtime and harvest, and cold and heat, and summer and winter, and day and night shall not cease.” This is the love and grace that lie behind a covenant, in this case a great unearned gift to the earth itself. A brilliant adaptation of a borrowed story is made to unfold a very Hebrew concept that is central to the whole of Scripture.


Language of Creation prepares for this reversal. When the Flood is at its height “God made a wind to pass over the earth, and the waters asswaged.” The Hebrew word translated here as “wind” can also mean spirit or breath. So, while wind is no doubt correct here, since the wind is made to blow by God, the echo of Genesis 1:2, “the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters,” conditions everything that follows. On the third day of Creation, “God said, ‘Let the waters under the heaven be gathered together unto one place, and let the dry land appear.’” As the Flood is ending “the waters returned from off the earth continually.”


When Noah is told to leave the ark he also releases “every beast, every creeping thing, and every fowl, and whatsoever creepeth upon the earth.” They are to “be fruitful, and multiply upon the earth.” God blesses Noah and his sons also with these words from the first Creation: be fruitful and multiply. Read against the Babylonian tales, which turn on the idea that people can be intolerably numerous, infuriating the gods with the noise they make, this call for more life, more humankind, expresses a wholly different conception of God and of humanity as well. The Hebrew Flood narrative is an ingenious intertwining of the biblical Creation with the Enuma Elish and the Epic of Gilgamesh. Most of us encounter it first in a coloring book and next as a proof that Genesis is a mere pastiche. It is, however, a complex and distinctive theological statement or vision or claim or midrash. Its context and allusiveness make apparent that it is a work of literature.


The real climax of the narrative is still to come, the giving of the so-called Noachide Laws. Humankind in the person of Noah is helped to be less offensive to God, first of all—and this is notable and surprising—by God’s relaxing limits that were imposed on humankind in the person of the newly created Adam. He/they are to have dominion “over every living thing that moveth upon the earth,” but apparently it is a mild form of dominion. He/ they and every creature that has the breath of life are “given every green herb for meat.” Having said it is good, God then blesses the sixth day.


In the first of the “laws” given to Noah, dominion is a much darker thing. The Lord blesses Noah, and then he says, “The fear of you and the dread of you shall be upon every beast of the earth, and upon every fowl of the air, upon all that moveth upon the earth, and upon all the fishes of the sea; into your hand are they delivered. Every moving thing that liveth shall be meat for you; even as the green herb have I given you all things. But flesh with the life thereof, which is the blood thereof, shall ye not eat.” The Lord has made an important concession to the human violence He deplored. The creatures so lovingly enumerated in every telling of Creation, appearing in beautiful succession like evening and morning, can now be killed and eaten, with an acknowledgment of their life in the scruple regarding their blood.


Putting aside brief and cryptic mentions of Nimrod, the only hunter in the Bible is Esau. This is striking, considering the magnificent bas-reliefs of hunting scenes made by Babylonians and Assyrians, celebrating their gods and kings as well as the beauty of their prey. There are many wild creatures in the Bible, named in Psalms and the book of Job especially. Here is Psalm 104:




… As for the stork, the fir trees are her house.


The high hills are a refuge for the wild goats: and the rocks for the conies …


Thou makest darkness, and it is night: wherein all the beasts of the forest do creep forth.





But wild creatures seem to be left unmolested. When God boasts to Job, invoking the wonders of Creation, many of these wonders are strange and powerful animals. The prophet Isaiah, and then a later poet who wrote in his tradition, envision a holy peace. Among all the creatures, a great pact of harmlessness will prevail when “the lion shall eat straw like the bullock” and “the sucking child shall play on the hole of the asp.” The later Isaiah foresees a new Creation, “the new heavens and the new earth,” reconciliation between God and humanity so profound that “before they call I will answer; and while they are yet speaking, I will hear.” And “the wolf and the lamb shall feed together, and the lion shall eat straw like the bullock.” He quotes First Isaiah: “They shall not hurt nor destroy in all my holy mountain, saith the LORD.”


When God has decided to accept humanity as it is, after Noah has offered his sacrifice, “the LORD said in his heart, I will not again curse the ground any more for man’s sake.” The text is alluding here to the Fall narrative in Genesis, the first change of Creation away from its original, and presumably intended, state. Because Adam and Eve have sinned, food, good in itself, must be gotten from the earth by toil. Childbirth, a blessing in itself, must involve great pain. Creation might be said to have suffered a decline as a consequence of human sin. So the principle that such a thing can happen is established, though the pattern is not repeated. After the Flood, beautiful living things are to be sacrificed, so to speak, to human appetites. This must mean that people had already been eating flesh, that this was a part of the violence God despised. A practice that is not good is made lawful, which is not at all the same thing.


Then a sadder concession is made. God requires a human life for a human life, lawful vengeance. Again, what is lawful is not therefore good. The Lord says, “Of every man’s brother will I require the life of man. Whoso sheddeth man’s blood, by man shall his blood be shed: for in the image of God made he man.” Hebrew has several words that are translated as “man.” In these three verses, the word translated as “man” is Adam, which also means “humankind.” Whoever sheds the blood of Adam, by Adam shall his blood be shed. Law notwithstanding, homicide is self-destruction. The application of this principle is potentially very broad. In any case, the fact of destroying an image of God, language of Creation reiterated by God, should be terrible enough to lift homicide out of the ordinary calculus of justice or desert. Yet in every situation in Genesis where revenge seems just and inevitable, no revenge is taken. The first instance of this restraint occurs very early, in the matter of Cain and Abel.


The idea that God would make concessions to these most regrettable human propensities might seem at odds with the righteousness and the compassion that are His preeminent attributes. It is consistent, however, with there being a series of covenants, and the promise of new covenants, to establish terms on which God and humankind can reach some kind of peace and mutual enjoyment. Many centuries later in biblical history, the prophet Jeremiah, speaking for the Lord, says Israel and Judah have broken the covenant He made with their ancestors when He brought them out of Egypt. With a new covenant, “I will put my law in their inward parts, and write it in their hearts; and will be their God, and they shall be my people.” God’s great constancy lies not in any one covenant but in the unshakable will to be in covenant with willful, small-minded, homicidal humankind. Jeremiah’s vision of this state of things would not involve any ratcheting down of divine hopes, except in the important particular that it would diminish human choice, the loving acceptance that should be the response of human beings to their loving Creator. We must assume, on the basis of history, the present, and the foreseeable future, that God still honors our freedom to choose against Him, and for Him. As Psalm 103 has it:




He hath not dealt with us after our sins,


nor rewarded us according to our iniquities.


For as the heaven is high above the earth,


so great is his mercy toward them that fear him.





Revenge arises as an issue early in Genesis, when Cain, having killed his brother, is told by the Lord that “a fugitive and a vagabond shalt thou be in the earth.” Cain fears that “every one that findeth me shall slay me.” Vengeance against fugitives and murderers was approved practice throughout the ancient world, and still a matter of honor in early modern Europe for the “avenger of blood”; Hamlet and Laertes, for example. Revenge is dealt with repeatedly in the law of Moses, to impose limits on it. In those laws a number of cities are designated as cities of refuge, to which anyone accused of a capital crime can flee and where he can live in safety until some resolution is found. A very humane response to the problem.


There is a passage from the New Testament, Romans 12:18–21, that is widely taken to characterize God as vengeful. Context does not support this reading. Paul says, “If it be possible, as much as lieth in you, live peaceably with all men. Dearly beloved, avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord.’ Therefore, if thine enemy hunger, feed him … Be not overcome of evil, but overcome evil with good.” Clearly Paul is telling the Roman Christians not to avenge themselves, instead to deal kindly with enemies. He cites two Old Testament passages in making his case. In other words, this view of revenge takes its restraint from the older literature.


The problem with this potent phrase goes deeper than the absence of context. Vengeance is one of those fierce old words like abomination that is rare outside Scripture. It has a history in Europe that has shaped its meaning. It came into English through French from the Latin vindicare, a word that can mean to vindicate, to justify or find innocent, as well as to find at fault. It implies judgment in the scriptural sense, the establishing of justice. There are always those who thrill at the thought of divine vengeance, imagining themselves to be exempt, even to be its agents, and perhaps this is one reason vengeance in the ferocious European Middle Ages shed any suggestion of vindication. As for the Hebrew sense of the word translated as “vengeance,” Genesis deals again and again with the scant resemblance between divine purpose and human notions of justice. Wrath has a part in all this, being the anticipated impulse behind divine vengeance. It comes from Old English and seems to have meant anger and no more. But again, in the special environment of scriptural language, words take on exceptional qualities. Wrath is singularly terrifying. Extraneous to the text as these words are, they characterize God in the minds of serious, even reverent readers. It seems we may, so to speak, impute to the Lord words that are not in His lexicon. The thought should give us pause.


Revenge is the concern that is important enough to be allowed to disrupt the story of the first fratricide, the story of Cain and Abel. I was teaching a class on Genesis in my church. Two women recently arrived from a non-Western country to study at the university sat in on the class. They became indignant. One of them asked, “What kind of God would not kill a man who killed his brother?” An excellent question. This episode indeed characterizes God and is relevant to the whole of Scripture for this reason. The mark that God gives Cain to protect him from possible avengers is often read as something meant to stigmatize him as a killer, though the text very clearly says otherwise. When he says he fears he will be killed, the Lord says, “‘Therefore whosoever slayeth Cain, vengeance shall be taken on him sevenfold.’ And the LORD set a mark upon Cain, lest any finding him should kill him.” For all we know, it could have made him disarmingly beautiful.


Predictably, the notion has sometimes flourished that this supposedly stigmatizing mark is hereditary. But Cain goes on to have a wife and son and found a city. He seems to have had the full satisfactions of the patriarchal life. His descendants are credited with “fathering” many of the arts and skills of civilization. It might suggest another instance of fatherly devotion that he names the city for his son Enoch. In stories so economically told as these are, no detail should be dismissed, and this detail is unique in Scripture. If there is any thought that the arts of civilization are corrupt in their origins, having arisen in Cain’s city and among his descendants, his son Enoch has an exceptional place in the tradition, having “walked with God” through a long life, until “he was not; for God took him.” The tradition that he did not die is cited in the New Testament book of Hebrews, which says, “By faith Enoch was translated that he should not see death.” This is true of one other figure only, the great prophet Elijah. God gave Cain particularly estimable descendants, which would seem to discourage the notion of a hereditary curse. But this famous tale is a study in the fact that people see what they want to see, even in Holy Scripture, whose presumed authority should encourage careful reading. And these interpretations escape the study or the pulpit and merge with wild strains of feeling on the subject, giving the appearance of biblical authority to the primitive urge to avenge, in the course of imputing primitivity to “the God of the Old Testament.”
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