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For Zion’s sake will I not hold my peace, and for Jerusalem’s sake I will not rest, until the righteousness thereof go forth as brightness.

—Isaiah 62
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Introduction: The Beginnings of Intellectual Nationalism


 

We speak of a “national concept” when a people makes its unity, spiritual coherence, historical character, traditions, origins and evolution, destiny and vocation the objects of its conscious life and the motive power behind its actions.

—Martin Buber, On Zion

Behold, I make a covenant: … for it is a terrible thing that I will do with thee. Observe thou that which I command thee this day: behold, I drive out before thee the Amorite, and the Canaanite, and the Hittite, and the Perizzite, and the Hivite, and the Jebusite. Take heed to thyself, lest thou make a covenant with the inhabitants of the land whither thou goest, lest it be for a snare in the midst of thee: But ye shall destroy their altars, break their images, and cut down their groves: For thou shalt worship no other god.

—Exodus 34

 

MONOTHEISM WAS ANCIENT ISRAEL’S FIRST ACHIEVEMENT, THREE AND A half millenia ago. The second achievement, following immediately, was Abraham’s invention of the Land, a place that was both a territory and a literary construct, a landscape meant to be read for the monotheistic civilization it would come to represent. The ancient Hebrews took this second idea as the only possible justification for their seizure of lands that had formerly belonged to the Canaanite tribes. Yes, they believed God gave them the lands of Canaan, but only on condition that these lands be used to represent a set of ideas. The Hebrews also told themselves that God explicitly forbade them other lands—so there could be no empire—and they told themselves that if they failed to use the lands of Canaan to represent monotheism, they would lose both the signifying Land and the civilization for which it stood. The Canaanites, or their like, would get these lands back.

The ancient Hebrews may be the only people who preserved stories that present ancestors as intruders in their own land. They told detailed stories of how Abraham, a native of Ur in Sumeria, ingratiated his way into Canaan and then bought his first toehold; they also faced squarely the bloody details of Joshua’s conquest of lands that had once belonged to others. In modern as well as ancient times, the Hebrew words for “to conquer” and “conquest” (lichbosh and kiboosh, respectively) refer primarily to the Hebrew conquest of Israel, not the conquest of foreign territory.

This insistence that the Land was not a natural possession but an emblem that had to be self-consciously acquired was necessary to the Hebrew view that nationalism required diligence, with the intensity of physical combat providing some measure of the intellectual effort that was also demanded. The Land was not to be taken for granted. Its terms were rigorous: The ancient Hebrew had to apprehend the Land in order to conquer and hold it. (Modern Zionists of the militaristic school, such as Vladimir Jabotinsky, who led Jewish brigades in Palestine during both world wars and in between, could be forthright or cagey about the enterprise of reconquering the Land, but they were understandably reluctant to employ the old terms of conquest. In a secular age that shows little patience for the expression of a thoughtful nationalism from which civilized people can in fact draw their being, ancient Zionism would appear fanatical and imperialistic, even when its enemies were fanatics and imperialists.)

Where the Canaanites were materialists and literalists who immersed themselves in the fearful cycles of the land’s fertility, throwing their babies into Molech’s fiery maw in exchange for a dubious guarantee against famine, the Hebrews at their best read into the Land a higher God, a living God who had created the entire universe and thus did not seek the mindless sacrifice of children. Created in this God’s image, the Hebrews would read from the Land the possibility of elevating the human mind above bloody fantasy. In the great civilizations that flourished to Israel’s east and west, in Sumeria and Egypt, men became gods when they died, and the gods of men were dead. In Israel, however, the Land recalled the radical distinction between the everlasting creator and the mortals of His creation, thus freeing human beings from the pretense that in death they might become gods or that in life they must dispatch dead babies to plead on their behalf.

This use of the Land created the foundations of Israel’s intellectual nationalism and led to our modern expectation that nations will represent ideas and values, not merely powers and interests. The Hebrew Land became the object of imagination and poetry, and from this experience a rich national literature emerged. Its chief purpose was to charge the Land’s people with lively thought, about monotheism particularly but also about the intellectual life in general. Since, as we shall see, a cultivated mind was necessary to grasp the unseen God of monotheism, the cultivation of the Land came to signify the need to cultivate intellect. Conversely, the failure to use the Land to stimulate intellect would remove the justification for having evicted the original idolators. In the event of intellectual backsliding, the desiccated Land would revert to the Canaanite tribes, who would again soak the earth with the blood of babies chosen to appease Molech. The Canaanites would never be a nation, never rise above slavery to local gods and landscapes. Only the Hebrews saw these lands as unifiable, because only the Hebrews possessed a unifying idea that made a Land out of disparate territories.

That the Land must be read is a preoccupation of a major portion of Tanach, the Hebrew Bible. The emphasis falls on the distinction between the brutality associated with illiterate submission to the local pantheon and the literate use of the Land which engendered the civilization of monotheism. In the following chapters I will try to describe in detail this relationship between culture and Land, to which the ancient Hebrews gave the name Zion. Before I do so, I should say a word about my approach by offering a representative story. We can recognize the biblical redactors’ demands on their readers, because these demands form the basis of our own literary sensibility.

The story is a small part of the familiar narrative about Moses receiving the Law on Sinai while the restless Hebrews below seek a visible god in a golden calf. Already we are caught up in the text’s ironic tone, in its distinction between the enlightened view of Moses, high on the mountain, and the stooping of the Hebrews, who remain in the lowlands in every sense:

And when the people saw that Moses delayed to come down out of the mount, the people gathered themselves together unto Aaron, and said unto him, Up, make us gods, which shall go before us; for as for this Moses, the man that brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we wot not what is become of him…. And all the people brake off the golden earrings which were in their ears, and brought them unto Aaron. And he received them at their hand, and fashioned it with a graving tool, after he had made it a molten calf: and they said, These be thy gods, O Israel, which brought thee up out of the land of Egypt…. And the Lord said unto Moses, Go, get thee down: for thy people, which thou broughtest out of the land of Egypt, have corrupted themselves: They have turned aside quickly out of the way which I commanded them: they have made them a molten calf, and have worshipped it, and have sacrificed thereunto, and said, These be thy gods, O Israel, which have brought thee up out of the land of Egypt. And the Lord said unto Moses, I have seen this people, and, behold, it is a stiffnecked people: Now therefore let me alone, that my wrath may wax hot against them, and that I may consume them: and I will make thee a great nation. And Moses besought the Lord his God … Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, thy servants, to whom thou swarest by thine own self, and saidst unto them, I will multiply your seed as the stars of heaven, and all this land that I have spoken of will I give unto your seed, and they shall inherit it for ever. And the Lord repented of the evil which he thought to do unto his people. And Moses turned, and went down from the mount, and the two tables of the testimony were in his hand: the tables were written on both their sides; on the one side and on the other were they written. And the tables were the work of God, and the writing was the writing of God, graven upon the tables. And when Joshua heard the noise of the people as they shouted, he said unto Moses, There is a noise of war in the camp. And he [Moses] said, It is not the voice of them that shout for mastery, neither is it the voice of them that cry for being overcome: but the noise of them that sing do I hear. And it came to pass, as soon as he came nigh unto the camp, that he saw the calf, and the dancing: and Moses’ anger waxed hot, and he cast the tables out of his hands, and brake them beneath the mount. (Exodus 32)

Here is the source of the pious idea that God wrote the Bible, handing it to Moses divinely engraved, “the work of God.” But notice that the text makes no claim that all the Five Books of Moses, including this very story, were engraved on these tablets, the first version of the written law. It seems simplistic to reduce the complex weave of this story to the bald assertion that God wrote it all, especially when the text asks us to pay attention to a rich pattern of human telling and reading. In any case, what God has written, Moses is free to break. In fact, Moses becomes in this passage an author himself, a man of verbal power who diverts God’s wrath by telling Him the story of the covenant. Our passage also sets in parallel Moses’s breaking of the divine tablets with the inept allegorical reading of the Hebrews, who mistakenly interpret the golden calf as the god who raised them out of Egypt. Joshua too is a misreader, thinking the noise in the camp a sign of battle. He is an overeager version of his later self, the leader-to-be of the conquest of Canaan, hearing sounds of battle when the problem is, if anything, more dangerous. The text, then, contrasts the literacy of Moses with the God who has forgotten His own covenant, with the Hebrews who have forgotten their God, and with the youthful Joshua, who misses the moral significance of the riot in the camp. If the text insists on divine authorship, however ambiguously, it also emphasizes mortal telling, human reading and misreading.

This is so, I think, because reading and misreading are crucial ideas in Hebrew civilization. Leaving literacy to God does not suffice. True, Moses knows how to read from afar the noise in the camp because God has already told him what is happening. But his reading of the Hebrew camp is active and attentive. He alone is able to recall and retell the covenant. He alone understands its civilizing power to restore harmony and forestall the “evil which [God] thought to do unto his people.” Joshua, standing apart from the camp at the bottom of the mount, a promising lad who holds himself back from the debasement of the golden calf, is still green in understanding, not yet ready to lead the physical conquest of the Land, let alone to master its significance. Likewise, the Hebrew idolators have a long road to literate maturity. They fulfill their promise when they are able to read from the Land the civilization of Moses. Now they are in the wilderness, illiterate.

At the heart of our passage is the covenant regarding “this land,” recognizable as the Land of Israel even when the phrase is uttered in the desert. In Hebrew culture to this day, “the land,” or “this land,” is the Land. What is this covenant?

Now the Lord had said unto Abram, Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy father’s house, unto a land that I will shew thee: And I will make of thee a great nation, and I will bless thee, and make thy name great; and thou shalt be a blessing: And I will bless them that bless thee, and curse him that curseth thee: and in thee shall all families of the earth be blessed. (Genesis 12)

Most simply, the covenant is God’s promise to make from Abraham’s seed a great nation, as numerous as the stars and rooted in the specific soil of Canaan. In exchange, God is to be acknowledged as the only God of the creation. But surely this is not a bargain that God requires, nor one that interests the redactors of the Bible as a bargain. In fact God immediately transforms the covenant into a blessing, not a bargain but a gift. The covenant allows its human beneficiaries to enlarge their vision from the ownership of fields to the intellectual scale of the Creator. The blessing is the opportunity to escape idolatry, which is presented in the Bible as enslavement to mindless magic and an exile to the desert of literal-minded materialism. It is as a blessing that Moses recalls the covenant to God on Sinai, and it is also as a blessing that the redactors recall the right reading of the Land in the midst of this wild scene of the Hebrews worshiping the golden calf. The metal forming it—so recently plucked from their own ears—is soon to be returned to their bodies, when Moses grinds up the calf and makes the idolaters drink the dust.

In our story of Moses receiving the tablets as the Hebrews dance (the root Hebrew word for dance is tablet spelt backwards), the covenant meets its opposite, which is idolatry. Idolatry is to be despised not only because it is blasphemous but because it senselessly undermines both the clear mind and the national soul. The idolatrous mind mires itself in the local field, reducing thought and life itself to physical fertility. Thus, the idolatrous mind can have no national culture, no idea larger than the fertile plot of ground. All must be sacrificed to the field, including children. The Hebrew readers of the story of the golden calf would recognize in the melting of the golden ornaments the related idolatrous urge to throw babies into the fire for the sake of this primitive fertility. In the idolator’s world, the appeasement of the local gods becomes the supreme cultural value, but in the Land every valley and every high place unite as a reminder of the living Creator.

Abraham, whom Moses evokes on Sinai, wished to separate himself from the idolators of Sumeria, but the real problem for the Hebrews was to eradicate the idolatry from their own breasts, to maintain instead the culture of literacy. Time and again they failed, just as they did in the episode of the golden calf. Instead of climbing the Land’s high places to renew their intellectual purpose, they rededicated the hilltops to the old cults again and again. According to God in Ezekiel 23, the Hebrews “caused their sons, whom they bare unto me, to pass for them through the fire, to devour them…. For when they had slain their children to their idols, then they came the same day into my sanctuary to profane it.” In throwing children into the fire as if they were earrings, the Hebrews reduced themselves to so much base spiritual metal.

Indeed, the redactors most likely harmonized the stories of Moses with the prophecies of Ezekiel, even though the two lived centuries apart, Moses at the beginning of national life (the Exodus from Egypt occurred around 1250 B.C.E.) and Ezekiel almost seven hundred years later at the time of the first exile from Israel. The collation of the Bible as we have it today took place largely in Babylonia, where the Hebrews were transported by their conquerors in 586 B.C.E. Thus Ezekiel is made to allude to Moses’s view of the golden calf: “Because ye are all become dross, behold, therefore I will gather you into the midst of Jerusalem,” thunders Ezekiel. “As they gather silver, and brass, and iron, and lead, and tin, into the midst of the furnace, to blow the fire upon it, to melt it; so will I gather you in mine anger and in my fury, and I will leave you there, and melt you” (Ezekiel 22). In alluding to the making of the golden calf from molten metals, Ezekiel insists that the failure to read the Land for its monotheism results in the awful reduction of mind to metal; God has only to leave the Hebrews’ melted minds where they were in order to punish them.

For the ancient Hebrews, the intricate story of the golden calf shows this melting of minds as much as it demonstrates impiety. I try to read the Bible as it begs to be read: a sophisticated, self-referential, literary narrative about the Hebrew mind and the relationship to the Land. The Bible demands a literary response now, just as it demanded a literary consciousness of the Hebrews in the past. Literacy was mandatory in Hebrew civilization, for without it their culture could not survive and they could have no God. We are able to see this because Hebrew literacy in fact has shaped our own literary culture. Those who seek a pietist’s view in this book will be disappointed, as will those who believe that the Bible, while charming, hardly counts as a source of ideas. On the contrary, the Bible treats nationalism as a literary idea that is able to serve as a summation of the intellectual life. As we shall see, the Hebrew writers knew that their nationalism often degenerated into a vicious materialism, but they would have dismissed the current notion that nationalism necessarily corrupts and rots the mind. The Hebrews and their literary Bible see intellectual nationalism as the antidote to self-preoccupation, because, like poetry itself, the Land can be made to stand for the reach of human consciousness.

I view the Bible as an artfully edited compendium of ancestral texts compiled by unknown redactors in the period of the Babylonian captivity. These exiled Jewish editors took as their chief theme the grand narrative of the invention, establishment, loss, and restoration of Zion. By focusing on the idea of intellectual nationalism, and demonstrating how the Land of Canaan came to symbolize the culture of monotheism, the redactors of the Bible achieved a powerful imaginative unity. In my reading, then, Tanach is not a loosely organized “canon” of divinely authored texts but a book with a specific human purpose. It is the Bible’s redactors and not the voice of God in Moses’s ear that allows the great lawgiver to foretell the exile of the Hebrews, when God “would scatter them into corners” and “make the remembrance of them to cease from among men” (Deuteronomy 32). Similarly, it seems part of an editorial plan to emphasize the over-arching story of Zion that Ezekiel looks back to Eden as an early version of the lost Jerusalem and forward to the restoration of Zion as a recultivated Eden: “And they shall say, This land that was desolate is become like the garden of Eden” (Ezekiel 36). Like all great literary works, the Bible everywhere alludes to itself—sometimes indeed with more than human artfulness. This is so because it was made that way, by skillful hands in Babylon, where the literary output of the Jews undoubtedly exceeded their weeping.

Of course this view does not exclude the fact that the Hebrew redactors in Babylonia were working with texts that were alredy ancient, nor does it exclude the likelihood that the redactors believed these materials to be divinely influenced, if not divinely composed. They may very well have accepted the Five Books of Moses as revelation, but this did not stop them from supplying emphasis and perspective. Indeed it seems that the Bible we have contains texts that were as much as a thousand years old at the time of the Babylonian exile, yet we see the old texts through the redactors’ concerns.

Consider this passage, in which Moses predicts the future history of Zion; from Sinai he foresees the time of Joshua’s conquest of Canaan, the later time of the early kings, and, by implication, the still later time of lapsed kings, whose failure to heed Moses’s warnings would send the Hebrews into exile:

When thou art come unto the land which the Lord thy God giveth thee, and shalt possess it, and shalt dwell therein, and shalt say, I will set a king over me, like as all the nations that are about me; Thou shalt in any wise set him king over thee, whom the Lord thy God shall choose: … But he shall not multiply horses to himself … neither shall he multiply wives to himself, that his heart turn not away: neither shall he greatly multiply to himself silver and gold. And it shall be that he shall write him a copy of this law in a book … and he shall read therein all the days of his life: that he may learn to fear the Lord his God, to the end that he may prolong his days in his kingdom. (Deuteronomy 17)

The redactors made Moses agree with Samuel’s warnings, some two centuries later, that the Hebrews would not get a king “whom the Lord thy God shall choose” but one quite different: “He will take your menservants, and your maidservants, and your goodliest young men, and your asses, and put them to his work” (1 Samuel 8). And Moses’s warnings are made to evoke the future outcome—known to those in Babylonia—that Israel’s kings would not in fact spend “all the days” of their lives reading the Law but would instead provoke the exile, from which return to Zion was nevertheless possible, if the original Hebrew judgment could be reconstituted:

Thy princes are rebellious, and companions of thieves: every one loveth gifts, and followeth after rewards: they judge not the fatherless, neither doth the cause of the widow come unto them. Therefore saith the Lord, the Lord of hosts, the mighty One of Israel, Ah, I will ease me of mine adversaries, and avenge me of mine enemies: And I will turn my hand upon thee, and purely purge away thy dross, and take away all thy tin: And I will restore thy judges as at the first, and thy counsellors as at the beginning: afterward thou shalt be called, The city of righteousness, the faithful city. Zion shall be redeemed with judgment. (Isaiah1)

I attend to the literary placement of the arc that connects Moses and Samuel and Isaiah—and other actors in the story of Zion from its inception in the mind of Abraham to its redemption as imagined in the poetry of Ezekiel and in the stories of still later poets. I greatly admire Robert Alter’s The Art of Biblical Narrative (Basic Books, 1981). But rereading Alter’s impressive book now, I see how far we still are from appreciating the Hebrew synthesis, which demonstrates that a national civilization and its literary culture can in fact be one. “I do not think,” writes Alter, atypically missing the mark,

that every nuance of characterization and every turning of the plot in these stories can be justified in either moral-theological or national-historical terms. Perhaps this is the ultimate difference between any hermeneutic approach to the Bible and the literary approach that I am proposing: in the literary perspective there is a latititude for the exercise of pleasurable invention for its own sake. (p. 46)

In my view, the Bible both adopts Zionism as its overarching theme and engages in infinitely varied play, which rarely departs from the biblical writers’ grasp of the national picture. There is no reason to brand criticism along national lines as ugly national-historical hermeneutics. In fact, the biblical fusion of nationalism and literacy is part of the air all educated peoples of the West have breathed for two millenia, perhaps once not discussed because so thoroughly taken for granted; perhaps now not taken for granted because we have forgotten that the fusion is possible.

During fourteen hundred years in the Land, monotheistic culture grew so rooted that not even two thousand years of subsequent Diaspora could uproot the culture of Israel from the Land of Israel. Zion is the name David gave to the fusion between the Land and the culture of the Land; it is the name used by Israel’s prophets to inspire a return to that synthesis. Zionism is thus the use of the Land of Israel to represent the civilization of Israel. Had Zionism not been complete and intellectually satisfying in ancient times, and had the ancient Hebrews not bequeathed the idea, modern Israel would never have reemerged, no matter what later Zionists thought or did. In any case, Zionism is not a modern invention, nor is it an idea still trying to define itself, as some of Israel’s friends and enemies imagine. Notions about Israel becoming a nonspecific moral beacon to the world and venomous barbs equating Zionism and racism both fail to recognize the introspective culture that laid the foundations on which enlightened nations now use land to build civilizations rather than empires.

The term Zionism smacks of modern ideologies, hardly the stuff of the Bible, whose poetic language is too rich to tolerate the dry abstraction of any “ism.” Yet Zionism was alive in ancient Israel and portrayed by the old Hebrew writers, although without use of the term. In the Bible we find no word for messianism either, and no term for materialism or imperialism, though these conditions were recognized and presented directly. In the Book of Esther, for example, the materialism and imperialism of Ahasuerus are graphically rendered, while messianism hovers closely over the surface of this tale of national salvation. Though the term Zionism may seem at first a somewhat shocking anachronism thrown back on the Bible, it accurately summarizes the intellectual relationship between Zion and the civilization it signified.

The Bible’s self-conscious development of Zionism as a literary and national theme has not won the exposition it deserves. Martin Buber recognized that a “unique relationship between a people and a land” arose in ancient Israel, and he saw the grandeur of naming that “national concept” not after the people themselves or their country, but after a real and idealized mountain that is at once David’s fortress and the repository for the poetry that makes life worth living. But Buber’s On Zion does not focus on ancient Zionism, following instead its subtitle, The History of an Idea, into centuries less rigorously poetic and more mystical. This obscures the initial Hebrew achievement, the invention of the very idea of a “national concept.”

Other Jewish historians have also refrained from detailed analysis of the ancient Hebrew invention of using Land to represent culture. The great Salo Baron, writing in 1937 in the introduction to the first edition of his monumental Social and Religious History of the Jews, appreciated this invention and its modern implications:

It has come to pass that, through a perverse irony of history, the Jewish nationality, the first nationality (in the modern ethnic rather than political sense) to appear on the historical scene, was long denied the right to be classified as a national entity altogether. That this happened in the period of modern nationalism, at a time when, one might say, the ancient Jewish conception of nationality was finally accepted by the world at large, makes this paradox even more poignant. (Vol. 1, 28)

Baron was so fearful of nationalist movements afoot in Europe and among Jews themselves that he downplayed this idea of “the first nationality.” The ancient Hebrews saw nationalism and religion as one, but Baron chose not to explore this synthesis, fearing that modern Zionism and “secular nationalism,” as interpreted by his contemporaries, “would divorce the Jewish people from its religion.”

Even if we put Baron’s fears aside and look back at the Hebrew synthesis of literacy and nationalism, three bright distractions blind us to the idea of ancient Zionism. Herzl’s modern Zionism, the romantic and messianic Zionism of the centuries before Herzl, and the legal culture of the Talmud obscure the Hebrews’ ancient achievement. The word Zion is ancient, but almost nobody now thinks of Zionism as anything but what Herzl (or his detractors) said it was. A. B. Yehoshua, for instance, in a now somewhat dated defense of Zionism, reveals how even a supple mind may neglect Zionism’s deepest roots in favor of Herzl:

The word “Zionism” has become a dirty word in New Left and other progressive circles. There are of course justifiable reasons for the opposition to many manifestations of Zionism, to certain mystical undertones and its various expansionsist trends. We should therefore go back to the pure notion of Zionism, stripping it of the coverings and additions it has accumulated over the years. We should restore to the term its meaning of returning to origins. (“The New Left and Zionism,” in Who is Left? Zionism Answers Back, The Zionist Library, Jerusalem, 1971)

But what Yehoshua has in mind as “origins” is “the context of the Jewish problem as it appeared in its severest form towards the end of the nineteenth century.” This misses, I think, a true understanding of Zionism and undercuts the defense Yehoshua means to offer. Actually, Zionism needs less a defense than a clear exposition of the original article. Biblical Zionism lights Herzl’s torch, whose lesser light, standing in the foreground, outshines the brighter beam.

Behind Herzl shines the lamp of romanitic and messianic Zionism, which was the culture of Jews in the great Diaspora, of those who suffered through centuries of exile in hostile Christian Europe and in the unreliable Islamic empire. Into their daily liturgy, these Jews incorporated a ritualized longing to return to Zion, but as they struggled for subsistence in Spain, North Africa, Yemen, and Eastern Europe they never believed they or their descendants would see Israel rise again—that is, not until the Messiah came. This longing for their homeland produced a culture and a poetry of great beauty and power, but the poetry was mystical and the Land that was its subject metaphysical, very different from the Israel of ancient Zionism, which offered an achievable and achieved reality. The culture of landless longing, founded on unrealistic expectations, also stands closer to us than does the Bible, so its dimmer light joins that of Herzl to obscure the original brilliance.

For all the poignancy of the prayer for Zion’s restoration that is part of the Jewish grace after meals—recited after every Jewish meal for centuries—for all the lyricism of Israel ben Moses Najara, a sixteenth-century rabbi and poet whose hymns are traditionally sung at the Sabbath table to this day, the Zionism of the prayer book and of the medieval poets was not rooted in a possessed and possessable Land. Even though Rabbi Najara wrote in Safed and died as the rabbi of Gaza, these two cities were then in the Ottoman empire and Zion was in another world. “Turn to thy city, Zion’s sacred shrine!/On yon fair mount again let beauty shine/There happy throngs their voices shall combine,/There present joy all former ill shall ban!” Thus sang Rabbi Najara in “Yah Ribbon” and thus sang the Jews in their dispersion, but the language was archaic and Aramaic, and the “fair mount” was otherworldly, not the actual city of Jerusalem where Hebrew was once spoken and would be again in a future remote to Rabbi Najara. The actual Jerusalem of the song was still crumbling in the Judean hills, some forty miles from Gaza, in Rabbi Najara’s time, but it might as well have been nowhere.

“No joy in sunny Spain mine eyes can ever see,/For Zion, desolate, alone hath charms for me,” sang Judah Halevi in Zionides, written in early twelfth-century Spain, but the great Hebraicist and philosopher had only a foggy notion of the real place. He died in Alexandria on his way to the Promised Land, having undertaken an ill-conceived journey to Zion as an old man in the midst of the Second Crusade. This kind of dreamy Zionism continued up to the present century. Shaul Tchernichovsky, a practicing physician who settled in hardscrabble Palestine in 1931, repudiated mystical Judaism, yet even he could write the poem “They Say There Is a Land,” which contains these lines (perhaps meant ironically): “A land where is fulfilled/All a man can hope.” Undoubtedly he, too, had sung “Yah Ribbon” many a time. Tchernichovsky himself rejected the spiritual Zionism of “Yah Ribbon” as a corruption of the Zionism of the original conquerors of Canaan, but like all thoughtful Jews he found it hard to shake the dreams of centuries. I try to turn aside the distorting light of those dreams and recapture the world view of the original conquerors.

And as we look beyond Herzl and beyond Judah Halevi, further back toward the period of the Bible, we encounter the lamp of rabbinic Judaism as set forth in the Talmud. With its enlightened emphasis on law and ritual, the Talmud draws attention away from the Bible’s poetic achievement. Since the compilation of the Talmud, the light of law gleams so brightly in the traditional Jewish scholar’s eye that he hardly can see the older flame, from which law and national song shine as one. The fact that the Jews managed to survive with the Talmud but without Zion makes it even harder to see the Bible’s bright union of law, literacy, and Land.

The Talmud is made up of two great parts, each a compilation of centuries of commentary. The first is the Mishna, a codification in Hebrew of oral law derived from the Five Books of Moses; the second, the Gemara, is a commentary in Aramaic on the Mishna. The Mishna was completed by 200 C.E., the Gemara by 500 C.E. Thus the rabbis of the Talmud lived over several centuries, removed variously from the vision of the Babylonian redactors. It is an irony of history that the rabbis of the Talmud themselves lived in Babylonia (another, lesser Talmud was compiled in Jersualem over the same centuries). Their world view was so altered that the poetics of the redactors of the Bible, who preceded them by as much as a thousand years, no longer resonated in quite the original way. In fact, the rabbis of the Talmud, though they perfected a meticulous technique for decoding the ancient texts, were less interested in discovering literary nuance than in establishing clear guidelines for behavior. Their methodology was highly cerebral, but it was not supple or deeply imaginative. The national poetry of the Bible is thus obscured by their achievements. However essential to Jewish life the rabbis’ rendition of the Law has been, one cannot get from talmudic sources an adequate appreciation of the Hebrew invention of intellectual and literary nationalism.

Consider the rabbinic interpretation of the commandment to return lost property, a law Moses deliberately sets within the context of Hebrew national culture, rooted in the Land. In Deuteronomy 16, Moses reminds the Hebrews that they must commit themselves to the Law, as this will remind them of their purpose on the Land. Both the Law and the Land go beyond practicality to serve as reminders of monotheistic civilization: “That which is altogether just shalt thou follow, that thou mayest live, and inherit the land which the Lord thy God giveth thee.” In Deuteronomy 21, Moses recalls this theme, “that thy land be not defiled, which the Lord thy God giveth thee for an inheritance,” and then in the very next verses gives the law of returning lost objects as an example of doing “that which is altogether just”:

Thou shalt not see thy brother’s ox or his sheep go astray, and hide thyself from them: thou shalt in any case bring them again unto thy brother … In like manner shalt thou do with his ass; and so shalt thou do with his raiment: and with all lost things of thy brother’s which he hath lost, and thou hast found.

The talmudic rabbis ignored the governing context of protecting the civilization of the Land. Their goal was practical. With commendable care, they determined what a lost article is (for example, objects of negligible value, worth less that one prutah, do not count), they defined “finding” (merely seeing the lost object counts), and they made clear what constitutes a valid identifying mark. They adopted the principle that every word of Moses must be interpreted, thus providing one root of our own literary criticism, but they did not really read the passage. Instead they plodded along, and thus they got bogged down. They rightfully assumed that the ox, the lamb, the ass, and the garment illustrate the range of objects that must be returned if found, but then they took off on a tangent regarding the need to ruturn even the hair clippings from a found ox’s tail, which are nowhere mentioned or implied by the text. Stuck at this level of detail, the rabbis could not determine what meaning the lamb adds to the passage, let alone comment on the larger picture of preserving the inheritance of the Land. Here is an excerpt from the long and convoluted discussion, as amplified by Adin Steinsaltz (The Talmud [Random House, 1990], Vol. II: Tractate Bava Metzia, part II, pp. 97-99):

The Torah teaches us that if the finder shears the ox’s tail, he must return even those shearings to the ox’s owner. In other words, the seemingly superfluous example of the ox informs us that a finder is obliged to return a lost object in the condition in which he found it. Even something as trivial as the shearings of an ox’s tail cannot be withheld … Just as a garment is special, in that it has identifying marks and claimants, thus obliging the finder to announce it, so too must everything that has identifying marks and claimants be announced. Hence we may conclude … that the word “lamb” did not come to teach us about identifying marks. This concept can only be derived from the word “garment.” Rather, the word “lamb” was written in the Torah to teach us something else, but unfortunately we do not know what.

In my view the poetry of the lamb and the ox links the ethical activity required to identify and return lost objects with the similarly vigorous intellectual activity required to read the Land and to grasp an abstract God. One must return easily identified objects such as a garment or an ass (the rabbis noted that a lost garment can be identified because it is handmade and unique, while an ass can be identified by its saddle), and one must also return objects whose owners are difficult to identify, be they highly valuable like an ox (usually one of its kind on a farm) or of less value like a lamb (usually one of many and perhaps not even immediately missed when lost). Unmarked oxen and lambs can in fact be identified and returned if care is taken. It is this kind of care that Moses wished to cultivate. Moses would not be interested in the clippings of an ox’s tail unless these would help represent the culture of the Land (it is unlikely that they would), but he was interested in the way the poetic overtones of the Law and the abstract attributes of the Land might nourish each other in the literate mind of the monotheistic Hebrew, “that thy land be not defiled.” I try to look over the rabbis’ shoulders at the civilization that was present in Israel for two millenia before many of the talmudic rabbis ruminated. Perhaps the rabbis assumed this civilization in their discussions or perhaps they were already losing the old literacy; in any case they did not pass it on to us, and in some measure they interfered with its transmission.

What follows, then, is an essay on biblical Zionism, on the ancient links between Land and culture that constitute the intellectual heritage of modern Israel. I treat the ancient Hebrews as if they all belonged to a homogenous civilization, despite the changes during the long period between Joshua’s conquest and the razing of the Second Temple; this is a useful fiction that the Bible itself employs. Though the Hebrews helped invent history, the Bible treats Zionism as a literary ideal, a structure that was complete from the beginning, as in Isaiah 66: “Who hath heard of such a thing? who hath seen such things? Shall the earth be made to bring forth in one day? or shall a nation be born at once? for as soon as Zion travailed, she brought forth her children.” Thus, though I keep the history of ancient Israel in view, my aim is not the history of an idea but its structure.

I have little to say here about modern Zionism, though my argument, insofar as it succeeds, accords respect to the living civilization whose foundations were laid by the literate inventors of ancient Zionism. I also have little to say about other modern nationalisms, though my argument suggests that every national culture worth our respect, now or at any time, must develop its own poetics, offering more than the mouthings of street ruffians. We want to know, for example, what ideas, if any, are represented by the claims of greater Serbia and by the outrages committed in its name. Similarly, we want to know what specific national concept, if any, stands behind the Palestinian Arab claim, which was long associated with hatred of the Hebrew civilization that created the idea of nationhood. If peace indeed takes hold in the Middle East, more will be needed than an Israeli recognition of the Palestine Liberation Organization and a PLO recognition of Israel. There will have to be a forthright squaring of competing national ideas, and a drawing of borders between peoples who can state and honor each other’s idea of homeland. The substance of ancient Zionism provides a standard that might be matched by those who have hoped in the past to throw Zionists into the sea. Peaceful coexistence will fail if Israel’s former enemies recognize no national idea, or if Jews forget their own civilization.

The value of ancient Hebrew ideas, rather than their mere longevity, constitutes the strongest part of modern Israelis’ attachment to Israel. Inherited values form the basis of any thinking person’s attachment to his or her national culture, assuming that one can still be, in the twentieth century, so attached. As a reminder that the Zionist graft of Land and culture flowers in the West, I have used, unless otherwise noted, the Authorized Version of the translation of King James, a weighted bough whose fruits taste of the old roots.



Chapter 1
Land and Intellect


 

Remember the days of old, consider the years of many generations: ask thy father, and he will shew thee; thy elders, and they will tell thee. When the Most High divided to the nations their inheritance, when he separated the sons of Adam, he set the bounds of the people according to the number of the children of Israel

—Deuteronomy 32

For, lo, the winter is past, the rain is over and gone; The flowers appear on the earth; the time of the singing of birds is come, and the voice of the turtle is heard in our land; The fig tree putteth forth her green figs, and the vines with the tender grape give a good smell.

—Song of Solomon 2

 

ABRAHAM IS THE INVENTOR OF INTELLECTUAL NATIONALISM. HE IS THE person who made it possible to sing of the turtledove “heard in our land,” to sing of national meaning and purpose. He invented the idea of assigning cultural meaning to land, to Zion in particular, but also to any land that can be made to stand for a specific civilization. Abraham is the father of national poetry, the begetter of the psalms of David and the Song of Solomon. He is the person who made it possible to think about what a nation might be.

Of Abraham’s origins, we know little. He grew up in the sophisticated civilization of Sumeria, in a land with science and architecture, commerce and law, mythology and poetry. The Sumerians invented cuneiform writing, the city-state, the codification of law, the potter’s wheel, the art of fine measuring, which they established on a system of sixty parts, the basis for our division of the hour into sixty minutes. By the time of Abraham in the seventeenth century B.C.E. Sumeria, weakened by internecine warfare, was already slipping, but it is difficult to imagine that a young man like Abraham would think it possible to find a better place to live from a material point of view. Nor would Abraham’s father, Terah, be likely to improve his lot by leaving Ur of the Chaldees, Sumeria’s choicest city-state. Some of its neighbors might be more vigorous, but none were more cultivated.

Yet Terah, apparently unaware that he was motivated by God, picked up and left for Canaan, then a squalid outpost on the edge of the Mediterranean, in the no-man’s-land between the great centers of Egypt and Sumeria. Terah took along his son Abraham, his daughter-in-law Sarah, and his nephew Lot. But he died on the road in Haran, a strategic place because it was at the headwaters of the Euphrates and because it was on the frontier, at the intersection of trade routes important to Sumeria’s well-being—a no-place crucial to the defense of a someplace. For Terah the someplace that needed defense was Sumeria, but that was his blindness. In the Hebrew view, Haran was a step toward Canaan, which the Hebrews came to believe was a special place, worth defending. Terah missed this. He did not look forward to Canaan but backward to Sumeria.

Terah probably was not aware that he was making anything more than a physical journey. He had no knowledge that there was intellectual cause to leave Sumeria. The Bible leaves us with the impression that he thought himself driven by whim. True, he set himself the goal “to go into the land of Canaan” (Genesis 11), but he did not seem to intend this with any seriousness, appearing content to stop in Haran, where “he dwelt” until he died. Somehow Sumeria failed him, despite its enamelwork and its vast public buildings, but he would not have been able to articulate why. He certainly would not have known what God later tells Abraham: “I am the Lord that brought thee out of Ur of the Chaldees, to give thee this land to inherit it” (Genesis 15).

The Bible seems to play on the resemblance between the place called Haran and Haran the son of Terah who died in Ur. In Hebrew the names are not identical, but they are close enough to make the point that in Haran Terah came to a dead end as had his son, the Sumerian son without a future. It is doubtful that Terah had an inkling that he had taken the first steps toward a national consciousness based not on Sumeria’s sumptuousness but on a mind-enlarging idea. This realization was left for Abraham, the son who became a patriarch. Abraham could grasp the reason for forsaking the palaces of Sumeria, guarded as they were by golden lions without spirit.

The rabbis tell us that Terah was an idolator in the manner of Ur of the Chaldees but that Abraham saw through his father’s empty spiritual life. We are told that Abraham smashed the idols in Terah’s idol-making shop, then blamed the wreckage on the figures themselves, answering his father’s scepticism about the idols’ power to destroy themselves with the observation that since idols cannot create or destroy they should not be worshipped.

But this charming rabbinic tale is not in the Bible. The Bible offers us instead a better story, one not so smug about Abraham’s brilliance, yet showing us much more of his subtlety. After Terah dies in Haran, having never learned why God transported him there, Abraham rises to a vision, showing us an astonishing mind far superior to that of a mere iconoclast:

Now the Lord had said unto Abram, Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy father’s house, unto a land that I will shew thee: And I will make of thee a great nation, and I will bless thee, and make thy name great; and thou shalt be a blessing: And I will bless them that bless thee, and curse him that curseth thee: and in thee shall all families of the earth be blessed. So Abram departed, as the Lord had spoken unto him … into the land of Canaan…. And the Canaanite was then in the land. And the Lord appeared unto Abram, and said, Unto thy seed will I give this land: and there he builded an altar unto the Lord … and called upon the name of the Lord. And Abram journeyed, going on still toward the south. And there was a famine in the land: and Abram went down into Egypt to sojourn there; for the famine was grievous in the land. (Genesis 12)

God tells Abraham to leave his homeland, his kindred, and his father’s house, as if he had not yet gone anywhere, even though he has gotten as far as Haran. But in a sense Abraham really has not gone anywhere, since Haran itself is nowhere. It’s just a place with no idea to distinguish it.

This passage, in which the invention of intellectual Zionism is first announced, is careful to characterize the ancient Hebrew attachment to the Land as primarily cerebral. In fact, at the beginning of Zionism, there is hardly a land there at all, just an idea. No attempt is made to present the Promised Land as a physical location rivaling the charms of Sumeria. God does not even mention the name of the place he means Abraham to inherit, nor is the homeland of Sumeria evoked to measure the physical loss. This moment of Abraham’s realization of the universal God is kept on a higher plane. Even as Abraham arrives in the Land, the redactors’ emphasis falls on Abraham’s invention of a double idea, not on the acquisition of land. Abraham’s dawning awareness that there can be no more than one Creator of the universe immediately begets a second idea, that it would be wise to root the monotheistic abstraction in a special soil. It is this double idea, much richer than the mere impulse to smash idols or acquire farmland, that drives Abraham from his idol-worshiping family on an intellectual pilgrimage to the Land of Canaan.

At first, the place is not much good for anything but intellect. Abraham does not know where he’s going as he sets out to the unnamed place God will show him, and in the beginning he does not spend very much time there after he arrives. As soon as he has built an altar to his Idea, to the appearance of the Lord in his mind’s eye, to the promise of an emblematic nation-to-be, he moves on to a more practical place, to Egypt. Thus the ancient Hebrew redactors make clear at the outset that the Land was more a cornerstone of Abraham’s intellectual life than the object of a claim. Initially, Abraham goes on to Egypt without making any claim to physical land. Egypt, like Sumeria, had food, while the Land was food for thought.

The Bible is careful to show us Abraham’s mind. Only selected incidents in Abraham’s life earned a record, and all of these reveal intellectual qualities of far greater interest than his unrecorded exploits as an idol-smasher. Through Abraham we are shown the idealized national mind of Hebrew civilization.

The canonizers of the Books of Moses, working a thousand years after the death of Abraham, were trained in the tradition of David’s court to seek an exquisite compactness. Though David himself had been dead five hundred years, the seminaries and colleges he founded had preserved and transmitted the national literary heritage, which was carried into exile in Babylonia—the Hebrews having been flung back to the place that Abraham fled. David’s progeny now distilled the intellectual history of the ancient Hebrews into the legends of Abraham as seen from the perspective of the exile. Looking backward from Babylonia, then, backward from Abraham’s birthplace as it flourished a thousand years later under a new name, backward from a new empire at the mouth of the Tigris and Euphrates, we look on the stories of Abraham’s intellectual achievement.

God’s covenant with Abraham won an obvious place in the redactors’ canon, since it captures the moment in which monotheism and intellectual nationalism were invented simultaneously. The binding of Isaac, set in a deceptively simple fable, won a telling for its exploration of the persistent will to human sacrifice and for the distinction it makes between a thoughtful relationship with God and blind obedience. The search for an appropriate bride for Isaac emphasized the need to transmit Abraham’s unprecedented vision. The editors chose carefullly.

One story of Abraham’s early years in the Land of Canaan stands out for its seeming triviality. Yet this story may tell us most about Abraham’s mind and the Hebrew ideal it manifested. The story records a quarrel and a parting. From its apparent banality there shines the fire of ancient Hebrew culture, an intellectual and literary attitude, applied to monotheism and to nationalism alike:

And there was a strife between the herdmen of Abram’s cattle and the herdmen of Lot’s cattle: and the Canaanite and the Perizzite dwelled then in the land. And Abram said unto Lot, Let there be no strife, I pray thee, between my herdmen and thy herdmen; for we be brethren. Is not the whole land before thee? separate thyself, I pray thee, from me: if thou will take the left hand, then I will go to the right; or if thou depart to the right hand, then I will go to the left. And Lot lifted up his eyes, and beheld all the plain of Jordan, that it was well watered every where, before the Lord destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah, even as the garden of the Lord, like the land of Egypt, as thou comest unto Zoar. Then Lot chose him all the plain of Jordan; and Lot journeyed east: and they separated themselves the one from the other…. And the Lord said unto Abram, after that Lot was separated from him, Lift up now thine eyes, and look from the place where thou art northward, and southward, and eastward, and westward: For all the land which thou seest, to thee will I give it, and to thy seed for ever. (Genesis 13)
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