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Andrew Parker


Studied Divinity at New College, Edinburgh in the mid sixties and was ordained as the assistant minister in Dunfermline Abbey. Finding himself hooked on the Bible’s extraordinary political insights but coming to the conclusion that he had no interest whatsoever in religion, he joined the French Protestant Industrial Mission, earning his living as an unskilled manual worker. He was expelled from France in 1973 for ‘political activities unbecoming in a foreigner’ and settled in Castlemilk, Glasgow working first as a garage mechanic and then as a porter in a psychiatric hospital.


Andrew started using cartoons to communicate (since his workmates would not read anything else) and share his ideas on the Bible. He came to realise he did not know enough about the Bible to communicate it properly and so decided to do his own research moving at the same time to the east end of London.


Having finally worked things out to his own satisfaction and having retired as Deputy Head Porter at St Pancras Hospital, Andrew has returned to the job of expounding the Bible.


He has written several books:




Painfully Clear: The Parables of Jesus (Sheffield Academic Press 1996)


Searing Light: Parables for Preachers


Light Denied: A Challenge to Scholars


God of the Marginals: The Ideology Demonstrated by Jesus





the last three of which can be accessed on his website www.bibleincartoons.co.uk


Andrew is also presently working on a four-volume cartoon work on the Bible, the first two volumes of which are published on Blurb Books and can also be downloaded from his website.


This book has been from start to finish a joint venture with Julie Mansfield and John Rowe. The basic ideas are mine. Their contribution has been to help in making it all understandable, which has not always been easy for the Bible says very uncomfortable things.


The texts dealt with in this book were not carefully selected as the best stories to illustrate Andrew’s thesis that there is a revolutionary Hebrew/Marginal ideology lying at the heart of the Bible for Andrew believes this thesis can equally well be illustrated using almost any selection of stories from the Bible. The stories were selected simply with an eye to covering as much of the ground as possible so as to gain a reasonably overall picture.





Introduction


Is the Bible a Political or Religious Work?


There are a number of stories in the Bible, such as The Rape of Dinah, which cause preachers (and others) all sorts of problems. They would rather such distasteful stories did not exist. I find this alarming for if you are unable to appreciate the significance of a crucial story such as The Rape of Dinah I fail to see how you can begin to understand the Bible at all. That may sound a big claim … and it is … but I am hoping that if you allow me a little of your time I will be able to demonstrate that this and other Bible stories make perfect if disturbing sense without requiring you to suspend your God-given powers of logic and commonsense. You will then begin to see that the Bible’s unique marginal insight and the vision of its Hebrew heroes are more compelling now than they ever were.


However, we must not run before we can walk. There are certain things we need to consider. To begin with we have to think about what kind of book the Bible is. This may require you to re-examine your current understanding for my contention is that the Bible is not essentially a religious book. Unsurprisingly, people are flummoxed when I say the Bible is talking more about politics (ordinary human relationships) than religion (however we define it. Please see below.). Even when I point out that the texts from the ancient Near East which most resemble those found in the Bible demonstrate little interest in religion while being intensely political they still don’t get it, so firmly is it established in their heads that the Bible is a religious book.


Some people will reply that you can’t compare the Bible with other ancient texts because the Bible alone comes as a direct revelation from God. This might have some weight as an argument could it be shown that the Bible is culturally idiosyncratic, as a Confucian document would be if it suddenly appeared out of the blue in the ancient Near East. For if privileged information had been revealed by God then it would have been absolutely necessary to deal with this in a completely new way by telling stories of a completely different kind; stories which took into account this amazing paradigm shift. But this did not happen. The Israelites told exactly the same kind of mythical stories as other people did … though in such a manner as to give a completely different understanding of the world. It is painfully evident therefore that the Bible shares a common religio-mythical culture with other texts of its time and locality which means that it has to be seen as comparable with them.


Religion: A Word Full of Confusion


Part of our problem is in having no clear idea of what religion is. People take it for granted they know what religion means, yet when I ask them whether Buddhism is a religion they answer ‘Yes and No’ which doesn’t really help! It would be good if we could all stop using the word religion and find an alternative which is more precise. However, that’s clearly not on the cards. So let me try and clarify the situation by sketching out for you how I think what we speak about as religion arose in our own civilisation, which started somewhere around 5,000 years ago in the ancient Near East.


Myth: A Language for Talking Politics


It all began with people wanting to talk about the powers in the world which affected them. These were not just natural powers like the sun, wind and rain. There were also human political forces like enemies, the local community, the extended family, brothers and sisters not forgetting Mum and Dad. The trouble was that the ancients had little or no political vocabulary for talking about such powers so they were obliged to invent a language of their own. They did this by the simple expedient of personalising these forces. So they spoke about the sun as a god and even Mum’s power could be expressed simply by referring to her personal spirit. We call this language which the ancients developed for talking about politics, the mythological superstructure.


You could say that what we have here is the beginning of religion. However, all we are talking about so far is vocabulary: words and symbols designed to represent experienced phenomena. Mythological language is found all over the ancient Near East, and, of course, in the Bible as well. But the important thing to realise is that the presence of mythological language in an ancient text does not imply the presence of religion for, as we have just said, mythological language is designed to talk about experienced powers, not imagined ones; which is to say politics not religion. We seriously confuse ourselves by talking about myth as religious language. Myth is political language, not religious language and this is crucial to understanding the Bible.


Religion 1: Myth-Talk as Superstition


What happened next was unfortunate but inevitable. Having personalised these natural forces (sun, wind, river etc) in order to talk about them, it was now a short step to taking this personalisation literally and to seeing these described forces as influence-able through prayer and offerings. Here we find ourselves dealing with something more than just vocabulary and representation. Here we have superstition which, for many, is just another word for religion1. Let’s call this Religion 1: the basic phenomenon traceable wherever human language has been recorded.


There are, however, two other phenomena commonly spoken about as religion. These both stem from the Bible and they are found in no other ancient writings. To appreciate what they are we must first understand the Bible properly as an ideological endeavour2.


Since there had been no bourgeois or proletarian revolutions in the ancient world, all the civilisations in the ancient Near East, without exception, were ideologically conservative3 and quite naturally their mythologies reflect this basic fact. However, uniquely as far as we know, the Bible at its heart encapsulates a revolutionary endeavour of some description. We have to be a little careful with this word because we tend to think of revolutions as coercive and class-based. This is not true of the revolution of which the Bible speaks for here we are dealing with a marginal ‘revolution’ and marginals have no coercive potential since they do not constitute a class within society. Marginals can come from any and every section of society. For what marks them out is not their social origins but the simple fact that they have failed, whether this be due to their own fault or fate it really does not matter. Throughout the whole of the second millennium BCE civilisation officials all over the ancient Near East referred to such people as ‘Apiru’, ‘Abiru’ or Hebrews and from what they wrote it is clear they considered such people not as members of society but as sub-human dogs4.


At its heart the Bible describes the Hebrew ideological struggle. Finding themselves dustbinned and so outside civilisation altogether, these marginals saw the world fundamentally differently from the ruling conservative elites who ran the existing establishments. Their standpoint was that no-one should be allowed to fall out of society’s net and that anyone in danger of doing so had a legitimate call on his/her fellow human-beings. As they put it, people should love their neighbour as they loved themselves (Leviticus 19.18).


These Hebrews formed the leadership of a new community called Israel which established itself in the early iron-age in the central highlands of Palestine. And the Bible is the story of Israel’s attempt to demonstrate this standpoint … something which, much later, the disciples saw Jesus himself as fulfilling.


All the anti-status quo texts in the Bible are written from this marginal Hebrew perspective. This means that the god Yahweh, around whom these texts are written, has to be seen as the god of the marginals or, according to the common myth-linguistics of the time, as the god representing the marginals’ political power and aspirations. (I should perhaps make it plain that every community in the ancient Near East had its own god to represent it; as for example, Kemosh who represented the Moabites. When it came to empire civilisations like the Sumerians, the gods representing different sections of society were gathered together in a pantheon run by a group of ruling gods; as for example Enlil who, for the Mesopotamians, represented the military elite and Enki who represented the administrative elite.)


Religion 2: The Metacosmic God as a Hope Against Hope


So far so good. Now we come to the interesting bit. According to the common myth-linguistics of the ancient world, if Yahweh represented the political power of the marginals he could only be the weakest and most miserable of all the gods. For the Hebrew marginals this contradicted their experience. It was true the surrounding conservative ideologies had all the fire-power; however, the way they operated was as manufacturers of spiritual5 and physical death. Conversely, though he possessed no fire-power at all, Yahweh operated as the source of all life and humanity. So how were they to express this experience? The answer is mind-blowing. They suggested that whilst all the conservative gods, in being dependant on and part of the universe, were cosmic Yahweh, for his part, was not.


Since we do not have a word to express this idea I have coined one, calling Yahweh the metacosmic god. But how did the biblical writers manage? Well, just as the conservative civilisations described their cosmic gods as having needs and appetites which humans could use to gain influence over them, the Hebrews described their god as having no such needs and appetites being completely above such things which, as they saw it, were all part and parcel of what Yahweh had created rather than being aspects of himself. This was formalised much later by describing Yahweh as the god who created the universe out of nothing, though such a description is not found in the Bible itself6.


Now, there is no denying that what I call the metacosmic god, namely this god who has no needs or appetites which the cosmos can satisfy, is a religious idea of some description making the belief in such a god a religious phenomenon. So let’s call it Religion 2. Properly understood, this metacosmic god idea is not so much a firmly held religious belief as a gesture of ideological defiance. Paul the apostle described it as a hope against hope (Romans 4.18) and I think that puts it rather well. I see it myself as a bet which the marginals made against civilisation, where the stake consisted of their life and everything. That, it seems to me, is the sort of religion which the revolutionary biblical writers, and Jesus himself, spoke about and it has nothing to do with superstition or even with the final kind of religion we must now discuss which too is found in the Bible and nowhere else … but only in what I see as its revisionist texts.


Religion 3: The God of the Biblical Revisionists


It would be grand if we could simply leave it at that. However, the unfortunate truth is that there were those within the leadership of the community who sought to change this marginal revolutionary programme by softening and obscuring the revolutionary objective which they rightly saw was inimical to their own interests as leaders. I call these people ‘revisionists’ because they sought to back-track by reverting to the civilisation norm of a conservative, authoritarian deity. Fortunately, they did this not by rewriting the old revolutionary stories but simply by presenting them in such a way that people read them in a non-revolutionary, conservative fashion. This means that it is still possible to read the stories as they were originally intended to be read. However, it takes an effort and you have to know what is going on.


In the main, the problem faced by the revisionists was how to hide or, better still, get rid of the god of the marginals altogether while maintaining those characteristics pertaining to him which could be made to fit with the aspirations and worldview of Israel’s increasingly conservative leadership. What this amounted to was replacing the god of the marginals, who as such was also the metacosmic Lord of the Universe, with a new metacosmic yet conservative god who demanded nothing but obedience to the commands issued in his name by his priests. This change essentially meant getting rid of an ideological god who represented the marginals’ clear-sighted and easily checkable way of seeing things and replacing him with a religious god who represented the blinkered vision of those in authority, whose commands had to be obeyed blindly and without question simply because he was a religious god. Though this change was clearly deliberate it does not necessarily follow that it took place brutally and instantaneously. However, the final consequence was the development of the idea of God as the all powerful interfering conservative deity. Unfortunately this is the idea that automatically springs into many people’s minds when the word God is used today regardless of whether they believe in such a God or not. Richard Dawkins reckons that belief in this interfering God amounts to superstitious nonsense and I have to say I think that in this, if in little else concerning the Bible, he is quite right.





1


The Creation Myth (Genesis 1)


The Revisionist Editor’s Authoritarian Stamp.


The Youngest Myth in the Bible


Since it is found on page 1, you might legitimately think the story of creation is the oldest myth in the Bible. In fact, it is almost certainly the youngest. During most of the twentieth century the general consensus was that it was written by a priestly writer in the post-exilic period (which is to say, after the Persian emperor Cyrus had issued his decree that the exiles who had formerly been carted off to Babylon should be allowed to return home.) Recently, however, a number of scholars have argued that all the texts in Genesis should be dated as post-exilic which makes life difficult. That said, I still believe there are over-riding reasons why this myth, which is stylistically quite unlike the others, should be understood as a late offering.


A Remarkable Difference


As we will shortly see, there is clear evidence to suggest that Genesis 1 is a re-write of the much older Mesopotamian creation myths7. That said, it is hard to ignore how different it is from them. The Mesopotamian creation myths are based on the understanding that the gods carved out the universe from an existing primeval chaos in order to create a pleasant environment for them to live in given their needs. This means the work was done without regard for the interests of mortal creatures including mankind. When you think about it, having due regard for the ancients’ mythical way of expressing themselves, this is pretty much the way in which we scientifically view things today, for we also see the universe as the creation of natural, cosmic forces which operate in a manner that betrays not the slightest regard for human creatures like us. So you could say that what the Mesopotamian writers present is simply the natural way of seeing things. Genesis 1, on the contrary, does not envisage the universe as being created by a multitude of natural forces. Rather it states that everything, including the natural cosmic forces themselves, was created by a single power that was itself totally unlike anything it created since it alone betrays no dependence in the form of desires or needs. Further to this, Genesis 1 describes this ‘metacosmic’ power as bestowing on mankind authority in order to provide all living creatures with proper rule. In conclusion, therefore, it would seem that whereas the Mesopotamians present the natural way of looking at the universe, Genesis 1 provides an unnatural or religious perspective which sees the universe as being created by a power that from the very start had mankind in mind.


An Equally Remarkable Similarity


So much for this very surprising difference between the general perspectives offered by Genesis 1 and the Mesopotamian creation myths. What about their equally surprising similarity? Given the remarkable difference we have just noted you might expect Genesis 1 to exhibit a completely different political perspective or ideology from that found in the Mesopotamian myths. However, as we shall see, the surprising thing is that ideologically the texts are virtually indistinguishable.


The Imago Dei


The Mesopotamian myths tell us that the gods were so pissed off with the irksome toil involved in providing themselves with food, drink and housing that they went on strike, surrounding the palace where the ruling gods were ensconced and making a great commotion. To save the situation, Enki the priestly administrators’ god, decided to fabricate a slave creature to do the gods’ work for them. Thus Man was created. However, in order to render Man capable of doing the gods’ work it was necessary to endow him with some of the gods’ own wisdom. For this reason one of the gods was slain and his blood mixed with the clay which was to be used in making Man. In this way the process of fabrication ensured that Man became endowed with wisdom and personality, the process itself being summed up in the phrase that ‘Man was made in the image of the gods’. Fully equipped Man was then given the priestly role of building temples for the gods and of providing the necessary sacrifices. This was the Mesopotamian writers’ way of saying that as they saw things, Man’s role in the universe was to be the administrator of creation. Using our own terms you could say that they saw the universe as being like a farm; the gods being the owners and the humans the farm managers whose job it was to see that the farm remained productive for the owners’ benefit. Given this picture it is not difficult to see that the writers of the Mesopotamian myths operated with a status quo, conservative ideology or worldview which enabled them to justify their own authoritarian position in society on the grounds of their superior wisdom and administrative skills. Furthermore, it is not difficult to work out that the lynch-pin holding this authoritarian, conservative ideology together was the idea that man was made in the image of the gods. As you can see the writer of Genesis 1 stole this wretched construct from the Mesopotamians, lock stock and barrel:




Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.’ So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. God blessed them and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground.’ (Genesis 1:26-28)





Furthermore, because he inserted this passage so prominently at the beginning of everything it has become necessary for people who read the Bible to try and make something good out of it. My objective, however, is to try to get readers to see it for what it is; namely a stinking bit of second hand, conservative authoritarianism, and to think about what the writer was doing in sticking it there.


Conservative Politics but where has the Metacosmic Idea Come From?


It’s true that, in contrast to the reasoning in the Mesopotamian myths, there is not the slightest hint in this Bible passage that man’s job is to make the creation fruitful for the benefit of God. Saying that would have indicated that God had needs which, given his metacosmic nature, would have been blasphemy. Consequently, the whole thing is left rather unsatisfactorily open and unresolved in a way which simply suggests that it should somehow be obvious that human society has to be organised in an authoritarian manner. I think the Mesopotamian writers would have found this reasoning weak. However, they would certainly have approved of Genesis 1’s main ideological lines since they were the ones who had invented them.


So it’s not difficult to see where all of this right-wing ideology in Genesis 1 has come from. It is, however, more difficult to explain whence came this extraordinary religious idea of the metacosmic god who has no needs or desires for it was certainly not the Mesopotamians who invented it … or any other civilisation that we know of in the ancient world for that matter. Religious people sometimes try to explain its appearance by saying that it came by way of revelation which, in being magical, is of course no explanation at all. In the introduction I have already provided you with my own account of how this extraordinary idea developed out of a marginal hope-against-hope and I think you will agree that such an explanation demands no fairytale suspension of disbelief.





2


Adam and Eve and The Garden of Eden (Genesis 2-3)


The Marginal Revolutionary Vision of a World Without Status


Another Story Pinched from the Mesopotamians


This text too is clearly based on a pre-existing Mesopotamian myth: the story of Adapa. Adapa and Adam both mean Man. Though this similarity is striking a much more important similarity lies in the fact that both stories are constructed along the same unusual lines. Both are concerned with the question of Man’s essential nature given that, though he possesses certain qualities, like mortality, which align him with all the other animals, he also possesses other qualities, like wisdom, or call it what you will, which mark him off as ‘godly’. And let me point out that this is not a religious question as you might be thinking. It is simply a mythological way of discussing a very down-to-earth matter which confronts us all. For manifestly there are important ways in which we are superior to the other animals but what are the implications of this superiority as regards our behaviour?


In the Adapa Story Man is in charge … but he has to be careful


In the specific terms of the Adapa myth, Man is said to share his mortality with the other animals; however, unlike them he has been endowed with personality and wisdom, meaning by this administrative nous. According to the story this has been done so that he may perform his allotted task of managing the creation for the gods and it gives him status and authority over the rest of creation, including all the other animals. Man therefore can use this god-given authority as he sees fit so long as he is careful not to step on any godly toes. Once again, if you make due allowance for their mythological expression, it seems to me that the Mesopotamian scribes are here simply describing the situation as we ourselves largely see it. For isn’t it true we too are aware that the trait which distinguishes us from the other animals gives us a power which we are at liberty to use as we see fit, just so long as we are careful not to disrupt any of the natural processes governing the universe, thereby inadvertently bringing catastrophe on our heads? Indeed, isn’t this precisely what the genetically-modified-foods debate is all about? No-one is concerned to argue that we shouldn’t use our knowledge to make nature more productive. What bothers people is that we don’t truly know what will be the consequences of our actions and thus we risk inadvertently doing something very stupid and costly to ourselves. The only possible caveat we would make is that perhaps the Mesopotamian writers move a bit too easily from saying that Man has a power other creatures don’t have (which is obvious) to saying that therefore Man has authority to do what he sees fit, which I suspect some people, though probably not many, might be wary of today.


What’s the Score in the Adam Story?


What then has the Garden of Eden story to say about all this? Since it is quite involved let’s look at it in stages:


Is Genesis 2-3 an Authoritarian Text?


First, we need to think about the essential difference between Genesis 1 and Genesis 2-3. Have you ever noticed how in Genesis 2-3 the creation starts all over again but this time in a different order and no word at all about Man being made in God’s image? This should start some alarm bells ringing that Genesis 1 and Genesis 2-3 have different authors. Well, that’s no big deal of itself. What is the big deal in my book is that these two Genesis stories have been written from opposite ideological perspectives. You will remember that Genesis 1 is written from a conservative viewpoint which the writer uses to justify Man’s authority over all living creatures. Compare this with Genesis 2-3 which says nothing openly on the subject of man’s status or authority over the other animals. Consequently, for those who find it necessary to make the stories square with one another, this matter of authority has either to be assumed in Genesis 2-3 or else some way has to be found of reading it between the lines. Three ways have been suggested for doing this:




1. It is often argued that in being created first, Man is presumed to have authority. The problem here is that in Genesis 1, where there is no doubt that Man has authority, he is created last not first.


2. It is often argued that, in designating Adam as the gardener, the myth endows humans with status, for in the ancient Near East the title of gardener is sometimes used of the King. However, Genesis 2-3 does not say that Yahweh designates Adam as his gardener or that Adam is given the title gardener. In fact, the word gardener never appears in the text. Furthermore there is no suggestion that Yahweh wants Adam to look after the garden for him, nor is there any evidence that Yahweh considers the garden as a property he wishes to exploit. This whole scenario of Adam being the gardener in Eden is a fabrication and demonstrates how we think (and how the writer of Genesis 1 thought) and not how the writer of Genesis 2-3 thought.


3. It is often argued that Yahweh confers kingly status on Adam by getting him to give the animals their names. We do know of a number of occasions when kings in the ancient Near East emphasised the subordinate state of certain key officials by giving them new names. The problem with this argument is that there is no evidence that name-giving in the ancient Near East was taken as a sign of a person’s hierarchical status so no-one reading the Garden of Eden story would have made such a deduction, especially given the fact that Adam was the only animal capable of speech and so of giving names.





Genesis 2-3 is Not an Authoritarian Text


In fact, this whole business of trying to find an authoritarian outlook in the text by reading between the lines is misplaced. Had the writer wished to say that Adam had hierarchical or, more correctly, centrarchical8 status he would have made it perfectly clear, just as both the Mesopotamian scribes and the writer of Genesis 1 did. He would not have left people to deduce such a crucial matter from secondary features in his story. Genesis 2-3 recounts that having created Adam, Yahweh supplies him with a garden to live in just as people supply a horse they have bought with a field. The object of the exercise is not to give Adam a managerial position so that he can organise the exploitation of the property for his boss. Rather it is to provide Adam with an environment so that he can live in freedom feeding himself, the whole question of status being immaterial.
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