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To the new arrivals, and looking toward a more goddess-friendly future: Isaac Samuel Braun Leonardo Milani-Ferris Aurora Elizabeth Beskin Schofield Ada Iona Fearnley Hanison


WHEN GOD HAD A WIFE

“A book that blows the lid off one of the most ancient cover-ups in the world—the existence of a feminine deity every bit as important as the masculine Yahweh. This is a book that all should read—it is powerful, thought-provoking, and wonderfully contentious. The scholarship of the writers is evident on every page. So read on and be prepared to be astounded and diverted. Your world may never look the same again.”

JOHN MATTHEWS, COAUTHOR OF TEMPLES OF THE GRAIL 
AND THE LOST 
BOOK OF THE GRAIL

“Picknett and Prince, long known for profoundly unsettling religious and historical revelations, have excelled themselves with this story of the little-known Israelite goddesses—their rise, fall, and, unexpectedly, their rise again. But now we are also faced with another deeply uncomfortable cover-up—that of the priestesses who celebrated the goddess even from within Christ’s own circle. A major book and a gripping read.”

GRAHAM PHILLIPS, AUTHOR OF THE VIRGIN MARY CONSPIRACY AND THE CHALICE OF MAGDALENE

“What I like about this book is the referencing to external scholarship and the clarity of presentation. The finding of an 8th-century-BCE inscription at Kuntillet Ajrud, read as ‘Yahwe (God) and his Ashera,’ supports the authors’ contention that God had a consort.”

ROBERT FEATHER, AUTHOR OF THE SECRET INITIATION OF JESUS AT QUMRAN



PRAISE FOR OTHER WORKS BY LYNN PICKNETT AND CLIVE PRINCE

“Lynn Picknett and Clive Prince . . . specialize in topics that challenge established and cultural history.”

FORTEAN TIMES

“Lynn Picknett and Clive Prince . . . hold as good a claim as any to be the model for Robert Langdon, for their book stands at the heart of The Da Vinci Code’s ideas.”

MICHAEL HAAG, JAMES MCCONNACHIE, AND VERONICA HAAG, AUTHORS OF THE ROUGH GUIDE TO THE DA VINCI CODE

“[Picknett and Prince] provide credible explanations for incredible topics.”

IAN PUNNETT, WEEKEND HOST ON COAST TO COAST AM

“Turin Shroud is a book to which all the tabloid adjectives truly apply. It really is astonishing, gruesome, shocking, and sensational. It even appears to be true.”

WASHINGTON TIMES

“[In The Masks of Christ Picknett and Prince] strike boldly and unreservedly against what they see as the mythos that transformed the historical Jesus into a God. . . . Studying the traditions and tensions that surrounded the early Christians and filtering these through the lens of skepticism, they create a picture that is both challenging and disturbing.”

PUBLISHERS WEEKLY

“Finally a comprehensible and instructive history of the myth of the ‘royal blood’ and supposed descendants of Jesus [The Sion Revelation].”

JAVIER SIERRA, AUTHOR OF THE SECRET SUPPER
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INTRODUCTION

Bringing Her Back Home

Every book represents a new and exciting journey, not just for the reader, but also for the authors themselves. In our case When God Had A Wife not only took us into unexplored territories—which we would expect—but also revisited some of the key themes of our previous books. But this time we found a sharper message and many more tantalizing questions, some very big indeed. After all, few nonfiction topics can be quite as intriguing as the deliberate near eradication of the sacred feminine in the two great religions of Judaism and Christianity. But surely even more astonishing is the fact that they had a goddess figure in the first place!

As some readers will know, this theme has been close to our hearts for decades, but there was more to investigate, more loose ends to tie up, more revelations to uncover. The goddess never yields her secrets easily, but she allows glimpses, often through the most unlikely sources. It is never impossible to trace her survival, though there are still those who hate that ancient cover-ups are being exposed, and especially loathe the comeback of the goddess.

We know how the patriarchies react because we have already felt the cold wind of their disapproval, and the even sharper bite of real hostility. Indeed, this book is something of a prequel to our controversial The Masks of Christ: Behind the Lies and Cover-Ups About the Man Believed to Be God (2008), which in turn dug deeper into subjects at the heart of our The Templar Revelation: Secret Guardians of the True Identity of Christ (1997, revised and updated 2007). This book also fits snugly into the arc of Lynn’s solo works, Mary Magdalene: Christianity’s Hidden Goddess (2003) and The Secret History of Lucifer: The Ancient Path to Knowledge and the Real Da Vinci Code (2005).

This book sees us return to the sacred feminine in the Hebrew religion, which we touched on in both earlier books (especially Templar Revelation) because it was so central to their main subject—Jesus and the origins of Christianity. But now even we are amazed at the extent and clarity of the whole picture as we reconstructed it, excitedly piece by piece.

In the decade after Masks of Christ our ongoing research has revealed Christ himself was heavily involved with the holy feminine, which helps explain some of his enduring mysteries. These include the strange mix of Jewish and pagan—especially Egyptian—elements in his mission. Previously our attempts to reconcile them stopped short of completely closing the gap. Now we hope we have done just that, shedding further light on our previous conclusions, especially those in Templar Revelation.

What were once maddeningly elusive pieces are now back in the puzzle, and the picture is startlingly different.

We were not, however, alone on this journey.


KNOWLEDGE IS POWER

One might feel a profoundly spiritual and emotional response to the goddess, but this is not doing her complete justice. Spirit is powerful, but it is not everything. We only know her names, titles, and attributes and what she meant to which ancient peoples through the accumulation of hard facts. We have always loved the goddess, but sometimes she is lost and needs finding with both the heart and mind.

Over the years we have come to respect the archaeologists who excavated ancient sites, the academics who painstakingly analyzed data, and the professors whose landmark research has been ignored for decades. Part of our mission is to build a bridge between the “Mind, Body, and Spirit” (MBS) community and academics. We realize the time is right to share the curious, not always easy, crossover between their discoveries and ours.

(Lynn discovered the value of research the hard way: As a girl she fell into the clutches of a world-famous cult, experiencing the euphoria of conversion. But discovering the truth about the cult’s founder and its historical claims soon brought her down to earth. As the Bible says, “the truth shall make you free.”)

Sadly but understandably, there has been great distrust between the two communities. The MBS side often regards academia as over-conservative, obsessed with cold facts, and far too materialistic. Scholars tend to dismiss the MBS community as naive, basing their worldview on wishful thinking and oversimplification. To us, however, both sides are partly wrong, and both sides are partly right. It’s time to bring them together in the spirit of mutual respect.

While we personally are by no means skeptical about the unexplained or the spiritual realm—not to mention information from outside academe—we have always realized that data from all sources must be checkable; otherwise any case stands little chance of being totally persuasive.

For that reason, we are careful to base our books on factual sources, although, given the incompleteness of the historical record, we sometimes have to speculate—just as academics do, in fact!

We now realize how much bringing together all the data from different disciplines, as we do here, reinforces the most cherished alternative ideas about the divine feminine in the ancient world. One of our biggest surprises about goddess research is that both the MBS and academic camps are pushing in the same direction, even if they don’t know it.

By assembling all the latest research and discoveries on subjects such as the ancient Israelite worship of Asherah, the significance of the female Wisdom in Judaism, and the central, but unrecognized, place of her new form of Sophia in the Jesus story, we show it is all part of the same narrative. And what a story it is . . .

And now for the first time, it is presented in one, easily accessible book.

This book returns their own lost goddess to Judaism and Christianity, the two religions that have underpinned Western civilization. Her return will be a lightning strike against misogyny and much abuse, bringing with her both new and ancient freedoms for all people.

This time she will not be ignored. This time she is here to stay.





1

Out of Egypt

To modern Jews and Christians certain aspects of their faiths go unchallenged, hallowed as they are by many centuries of unquestioning belief. Indeed, to most believers it is virtually blasphemy to question that God is and always was the one and only true deity, and that only pagans and idolaters worship a pantheon of many, horribly fake gods. Add to this the idea that God, always resolutely male, ruled alone, and you have the outline of what the Judeo-Christian tradition has insisted upon, not always peaceably, over the millennia. But just how true is all that? Did the forefathers of today’s Jews really worship Yahweh alone? Just who was he? And did he, as this book’s title suggests, really have a female consort? Did Yahweh once have a wife—and if so, what happened to her?

The truth is that, just like the story of other ancient peoples, over the course of many centuries the Israelites’ history had shifted and changed considerably, together with their beliefs. To find the answers to our questions we need to dig deep, to investigate—at times forensically and certainly always fearlessly—and take nothing for granted, even the pronouncements of respected academics, who can be too beguiled by their own agendas and fashionable memes.

We need to uncover just who the Israelites really were, and how the hard evidence matches—or doesn’t—their alleged story as given in the Hebrew Bible (the Old Testament to Christians). We need to sift through the often fragmentary and sometimes even contradictory evidence concerning, for example, the Exodus from enslavement in Egypt—a very hot topic among scholars today, many of whom simply deny it ever happened.

Everything we discover about the long and vexed history of the ancient Israelites will help provide a fuller picture of the setting against which God’s hold on their hearts and minds crystalized. Because only then can we begin to understand how he could have had a wife—for there is no doubt that he did—who was worshipped in her own right for centuries, and then lose her. And surely with her loss went much respect, not only for the divine feminine, but also for ordinary women. Recovering the truth about her, and reestablishing her prominence, will present new opportunities for personal empowerment to all women, not just Jews and Christians.


IN THE BEGINNING

Most people think that today’s Judaism, with a few superficial differences, is basically the same as the religion that is described in the Hebrew Bible. That simply isn’t true. Judaism was the religion of just one of the twelve tribes of Israel, Judah—the linguistic origin of Jew and Judaism—and differed very dramatically from the previous faith of Moses’s day.

While the Hebrew Bible is the foundation text of the Jewish religion, it really tells the story of the emergence of Judaism from the earlier Israelite beliefs and practices. It is more accurate to use the terms “Israelites,” “people/children of Israel” or “Hebrews” when delving into the Bible. Hebrew is an alternative term used occasionally in the Old Testament for the Israelites. It comes from a verb meaning “to cross over,” although exactly what this was meant to convey remains a mystery. In the Hebrew Bible it appears when the Israelites are talking about themselves in relation to other peoples—as in the early part of Exodus, while they are still in Egypt. Hebrew became the name for the Israelite language much later—around the second century BCE.

The pivotal moment—the true beginning of Judaism—is not generally well known. This took place some eighty years after the return from Exile in Babylon—in the mid-fifth century BCE—when the governor of Jerusalem, Nehemiah, and the priest-scribe Ezra set about a root-and-branch regeneration of the religion, codifying it in the form of scrolls to be read out at public gatherings and relating it to the people’s legendary past.

The unfolding narrative in the Hebrew Bible tells the stories that underpin not just Western religion but our entire culture—often the first that children learn about their faith—the Garden of Eden; the Flood; the Patriarchs, beginning with Abraham, who made a covenant with God; the twelve sons of Jacob (renamed Israel) who were the progenitors of the twelve tribes; Joseph (with his famous multicolored coat) and the sojourn in Egypt; the Exodus under Moses and, after forty years wandering in the wilderness, the conquest of the Promised Land. Then there’s the foundation of the Kingdom of Israel; the golden age of Solomon; the eventual fall of Jerusalem and destruction of Solomon’s magnificent Temple—followed by the Jews’ traumatic Captivity in Babylon, then their triumphant return after fifty years in Exile and the building of a new Temple. For Christians, the Old Testament history also sets the scene for the incarnation of Jesus Christ.

That’s the whistle-stop version of the Bible story. But did it really happen like that?

For most of the West’s story, the Bible was regarded as history, largely because there were no other sources to check it against. And as it was fervently believed to be nothing less than God’s word there was no reason to doubt it.

When people did start to think critically about the texts of the Hebrew Bible, it soon became apparent they simply could not have been written when Jewish tradition or Church dogma claimed. For example, the first five books of the Old Testament, the Pentateuch (Greek for “five scrolls”), were believed to be by Moses himself. But as they describe his own death and burial, this was somewhat unlikely. And asides mentioning that certain practices were still like that “to this day” reveal that the books were written some time after the event.

In the seventeenth century CE, it dawned on scholars that, for various reasons, the books describing the origins of the Israelites had to have been written—at least in today’s form—after the return from the Exile in Babylon. In the 1600s, the metaphysical Dutch philosopher Baruch Spinoza—who had already been shunned by his Jewish community in Amsterdam because of his daring heretical thinking—suggested that the books of the Pentateuch were actually the work not of Moses, but of Ezra himself.

It transpires that Spinoza was essentially correct, although there were several phases to this process of compiling a canon, the first being a couple of hundred years before Ezra, during a period of reform of the religion started by Judah’s King Josiah (ca. 650–609 BCE).

According to the biblical account a pivotal event happened in 621 BCE. During rebuilding work in the Temple of Solomon a hitherto unknown “Book of the Law” written by Moses was discovered, setting out the obligations and practices of the religion. This is what became Deuteronomy—the “Second Law”—or more likely an early form of it.

Josiah, alarmed that—however innocently—he and his people had not managed to keep to the rules set down by God and imparted to Moses, set about reforming the religion in accordance with this newly discovered book. He duly purged the religion and the practices of the Temple of anything not sanctioned in the newfound book, and under him work started on compiling an officially endorsed canon. The books of Judges, Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles are believed to date from this period, being referred to as the “Deuteronomist history.”

The process of writing, compiling, and editing continued through the Captivity in Babylon. The books of Moses, the Pentateuch, were assembled either during the Captivity or just after, all being given a final edit in Ezra and Nehemiah’s day in the mid-fifth century. They became the official, authorized, and unchanging canon that was the foundation for the religion.

As biblical archaeologist William G. Dever notes, the Pentateuch and Deuteronomic history “were set down in writing in the present form at least 500 years after the Exodus and Conquest they purport to describe.”1 (His emphasis.)

Naturally, the writers and editor drew on older sources—songs, poems, books now lost, and important oral traditions—but inevitably, during the process of assembling the canon, the sources were reinterpreted and reworked to match the situation of the day, inconvenient passages being quietly airbrushed out. In effect, they were revising both the religion and their own history.

The various “songs” inserted into the texts as poems—the “Song of the Sea” in Genesis, the “Song of Deborah and Barak” in Judges, and so on—are among the most genuinely ancient passages. This makes sense: as generations of Israelites knew them well, the writer/editors could hardly have felt free to change them.

The big problem for Bible researchers is determining just which parts of the Hebrew Bible are genuinely old, which have been edited and “revised”—and which were entirely invented. And the same goes for the older sources, which themselves had been amended, exaggerated, or had even started out as folklore and tall tales.




BIBLICAL MINIMALISTS

Only so much can be deduced from the texts themselves. To uncover how much of the biblical account can be taken seriously, it should be compared and correlated with the histories of the peoples around the Israelites, and with archaeological discoveries. And here Bible scholars encounter further problems: what should, if the Hebrew Bible accounts are correct, have been there in the historical and archaeological record simply turn out to be conspicuous by their absence.

Outside biblical accounts, there is scant evidence for the Israelites’ origins. The earliest known historical reference is on the famed Merneptah Stele, erected at Thebes in the fifth year of Pharaoh Merneptah’s reign (ca. 1209 BCE), which includes “Israel” in a list of those defeated by the Egyptians, the grammar implying a people or tribe rather than a land.

There are some references to peoples who may be the Israelites, but they remain controversial and lack any detail. There are, for example, the “Apiru” or “Habiru” in Canaanite texts from the fourteenth century BCE, which has been related to “Hebrews,” and the “Shasu”—described by Dever as “donkey-mounted pastoral nomads”2—who appear in Egyptian texts between the fifteenth and thirteenth centuries BCE. One group is called the “Shasu of Yhw,” which many take to be Yahweh. On the other hand, some think that Yhw is a place name. But that’s it.

Most glaringly—and to traditionalists shockingly—that includes what was supposed to be the heyday of Israelite civilization, the kingdoms of David and, particularly, Solomon. The latter purportedly presided over a mini-empire, treated as an equal by the great kingdoms around him: according to the Hebrew Bible the pharaoh of Egypt gave his daughter to Solomon in marriage, a rare privilege and a sign of great respect for Solomon’s power—marriages then being primarily diplomatic alliances. Yet there is no reference to these allegedly great Israelite kings in any of the neighboring lands’ records. Most startlingly, not the slightest trace of Solomon’s celebrated Temple has ever been found.

This has led to a great skepticism among historians, seeing its most extreme form in the “biblical minimalists,” who take a highly legalistic approach to the Bible’s historical claims: unless specific proof of an event, figure, or era can be produced, they simply never happened. (The opposite position is that unless an event can be proved not to have happened, then it did. Ironically, in their own way minimalists take the Bible just as literally as fundamentalist Christians and Jews.)

To the minimalists, everything in the Bible before about the eighth century BCE (when there is some historical and archaeological support) is invention and myth: there was no Moses, no Exodus, no conquest of the Promised Land, no golden age of David and Solomon—some even believe it was all entirely made up. In fact, there were no Israelites, just Canaanites who created a new past for themselves. As William G. Dever puts it, according to the minimalists, the Hebrew Bible is just a “pious hoax.”3 Which also means the ancient Israelites were also nonexistent.

Sadly, but perhaps inevitably, there is a political dimension to this. The biblical minimalists’ theories are seized on by ideological opponents to the modern state of Israel, since if ancient Israel never existed then of course the basis for the Israelis’ claim to the land is undermined. Some minimalists are even politically driven to prove that Israel never existed, essentially weaponizing its nonexistence.

Pure bias will never discover the truth. In fact, as we’ll see, the archaeology and other historical evidence do support the basic outline of the Hebrew Bible story, albeit still casting doubt on some of the detail. But it sheds quite a different light on the religion of the ancient Israelites.

So political and religious prejudice aside, what is the hard evidence for the main story?




THE PROMISED LAND

Despite the drama of the creation and the Flood, the story of the Israelites really begins with a descendant of Noah named Abraham—originally Abram—in the book of Genesis, the first of the five “books of Moses.”

Abraham’s family hail from “Ur of the Chaldees” (Ur Kasdim), believed to be the Sumerian city of Ur, the ruins of which lie close to Nasiriyah in southern Iraq. But when the story really starts he is living in Harran, a major Mesopotamian city whose remains are in southern Anatolia (today’s Turkey, near the border with Syria), where his father had emigrated.

God, then called “El,” tells Abram to leave Harran and travel to the land of Canaan, which he promises to give Abram’s descendants and where they will establish a great nation. Canaan is what is now the Southern Levant—a huge area comprising modern Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Israel, and Palestine.

Abram obediently sets off with his wife Sarai and his father’s household, including his nephew Lot and their families, slaves, and livestock. Although they go straight to Canaan—first to Shechem and then settling in Bethel (both places are important later)—they do much wandering around the region. They spend time in Egypt and have various adventures, including escaping the fate of Sodom and Gomorrah—one of God’s more dramatic cautionary tales.

Through later visions, God makes a covenant with Abram, promising his descendants the whole land between Egypt and the river Euphrates—a vast territory. As a sign of this agreement, God gives Abram a new name, Abraham, said to mean “father of many nations,” while Sarai becomes Sarah, or “noblewoman.” It is never explained why God chose Abraham, or the nature of his side of the bargain, other than to ensure all his male descendants are circumcised.

Abraham and Sarah—as promised by God—against the odds and indeed biological probability, finally have a son together, even though Abraham is 100 and Sarah 90: the boy is Isaac, second of the patriarchs.

Abraham’s son Isaac and his wife Rebekah have a child, Jacob. It’s he who, by his two wives, the sisters Rachel and Leah, and their respective handmaidens, fathers the twelve sons who become the founders of the tribes of Israel. (He also has a daughter by Leah, Dinah, but she doesn’t get a tribe.)

Then—in one of the Bible’s more random episodes—Jacob wrestles all night with a man who turns out to be God. After this he is given the name, or nickname, “Israel,” said in Genesis to mean “one who has struggled with God.” However, modern scholars consider a more likely etymology “El struggles” (the story being an attempt to explain the mistaken etymology). “Israel” is given to Jacob’s descendants and ultimately the whole nation, distinguishing them as El’s people.

Jacob’s son Joseph is his favorite because, although the penultimate of the twelve, he is the firstborn by his preferred wife Rachel. Jacob shows his favoritism by giving Joseph the famous coat of many colors—the “dreamcoat” of the musical—although the exact translation and meaning of the Hebrew phrase is uncertain, other than being a convenient plot device. This makes his brothers and half brothers so jealous they sell him to some passing merchants. They tell their father that he had been eaten by a wild animal, showing Jacob the coat they had stained with blood.

Joseph becomes a slave in Egypt, but thanks to his prophetic skills—not only interpreting dreams but divining with silver bowls, or scrying—he rises to the post of vizier, top official to the pharaoh. He takes an Egyptian name and the pharaoh gives him as bride Asenath, daughter of the priest of On, or Heliopolis—by whom he has two sons, Manasseh and Ephraim.

Some years later, during the famous famine, which Joseph has prophetically preempted by organizing a great store of grain, his brothers arrive in Egypt, sent by Jacob to find food. They fail to recognize Joseph, but he finally reveals himself, forgives them, and gets them to bring his elderly father from Canaan—along with all their families—and they are reunited. The whole clan, also honored by the pharaoh out of respect for Joseph, settles in Goshen in the Nile delta.

Shortly before Jacob’s death, Joseph takes his two sons Manasseh and Ephraim to meet him, and Jacob/Israel declares they will share in his inheritance as if they were his own sons. This explains why later the tribes said to be descended from them are numbered among the twelve, and why there is no tribe of Joseph. Manasseh and Ephraim are occasionally referred to jointly as the House of Joseph (benei-yosef, more accurately “sons of Joseph”), and sometimes as “half tribes.”

When the story restarts 400 years later, at the beginning of Exodus, the descendants of Jacob/Israel’s sons have multiplied so greatly that a later pharaoh, fearing they might overwhelm Egypt, has enslaved them as workers on building projects.

But a hero is at hand: enter the legendary Moses. Although raised as an Egyptian prince, he is really from the tribe of Levi; as a baby his mother set him adrift in a basket on the Nile after a pharaonic decree that all male Hebrew babies be killed at birth. He was found by the pharaoh’s daughter who, for reasons best known to herself, decided to raise him as her own son. Fortunately, an unnamed sister of Moses saw her take the baby from the bulrushes and arranged a wet nurse from the Levites, so Moses grows up knowing his true heritage.

The adult Moses kills a slave master he sees mistreating an Israelite and has to flee the country, traveling to Midian in Arabia on the eastern side of the Red Sea (the western region of modern Saudi Arabia known as the Hejaz). There he marries the daughter of a priest of Midian, whose name, depending on which page it occurs, is Jethro or Reuel or Hobab, and joins his household. (According to Genesis, the Midianites are also descendants of Abraham, from his son Midian, born to his second wife—so they are kind of kin.)

One day while tending the flocks of Jethro/Reuel/Hobab, Moses encounters the burning bush, where God appears, assigning him the mission of freeing his chosen people from bondage in Egypt and leading them to the Promised Land.

At this point in the story there is a major shift: God’s name has changed. Previously he was El, but now when Moses asks who he should say has sent him, God declares himself as Yahweh. (More accurately YHWH, the “Tetragrammaton,” because the ancient Israelites had no written vowels. It became Jehovah in Latin.)

God’s important new identity is underlined in his enigmatic answer, “Ehyeh asher ehyeh”—“I am who I am” or, as most specialists prefer, “I will be who I will be” (it could even be “I was who I was,” Hebrew not being explicit on tenses). Moses is to tell the Israelites that “I am” (Ehyeh) has sent him. Thereafter, God is referred to as “I am” (or possibly “I cause to be”), which effectively becomes his name, Yahweh. It is more properly a title used in the absence of a name as such, deriving from a verb meaning “to be,” or “to come into being,” but exactly what it means remains a mystery. Even the Bible writers had little notion of what Yahweh signified. In later tradition YHWH became too sacred even to say aloud.

The writers of Genesis and Exodus obviously thought the change of name highly significant, studiously avoiding using “Yahweh” to this point in the story. God explains to Moses that although the patriarchs didn’t know him by that name, he is the same God who appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. But now God is overwhelmingly referred to as Yahweh (“the Lord” in English Bibles), although El, translated as “God,” is still occasionally used. In the ancient tongue, Yahweh may be related to the Hebrew for “Lord”—hence the usual English translation.

Moses—aided by his brother Aaron, who conveniently turns up in Midian (and who inexplicably escaped being murdered as a baby on the orders of pharaoh)—returns to Egypt to negotiate the release of the Hebrews, seemingly a rather big ask. However, with the help of Yahweh’s immoderate plagues, eventually he triumphantly leads the Israelites out of Egypt.

Initially the Israelites settle at Mount Sinai, or Horeb, for two years, where Yahweh’s religion is properly codified, marking the end of vague promises and platitudes. With his new name, God has become more definite and organized. His message is finally clarified with his momentous meeting with Moses on the mountaintop, where he gives him the Ten Commandments (later expanded to over 600). The great iconic leader is also given the basic obligations of Yahweh-worship—the sacrifices, keeping the Sabbath, the holy festivals, and so on. These take up the whole of Leviticus, the third book of the Bible.

The instruction is not confined to words: Moses is also instructed how to make the fabled Ark of the Covenant. This is the mysterious focus of the religion, a strange and powerful device—even, occasionally, a weapon of mass destruction. And as Steven Spielberg puts it, the Ark is “a radio for talking to God.” Yahweh uses it to communicate with Moses and later the priests, the first being Moses’s brother Aaron.

We know what the Ark looked like, from the quite detailed description in the Bible. It’s a chest of acacia wood with carrying poles, covered in gold. It holds the stone tablets inscribed with the Ten Commandments and other sacred objects, and on top is the “mercy seat” (kapporet) where Yahweh appears to talk to Moses, either to give him instructions or hold the people of Israel to account for their backsliding. Only Moses is allowed into Yahweh’s presence. When the people are on the move, the Ark is carried before them—covered with animal skins to conceal it from their gaze. Later, it is paraded at the head of the Israelite army when they go into battle.

The Ark is housed in the Tabernacle, a portable shrine—or even a temple—that can be packed up and carried with relative ease in the form of a huge tent with curtains and gold-covered boards. It is erected inside a sanctuary marked out by a perimeter of woven sheets and wooden poles.

After two years and two months, Yahweh commands Moses to lead the Israelites to the Promised Land of Canaan. But once there most of the people, with the exceptions of Joshua and Caleb, are afraid to invade it (partly because they think it’s inhabited by giants). Yahweh condemns them to forty years wandering in the wilderness so that none of the cowardly generation (apart from Joshua and Caleb) will ever live there. Later, Yahweh even bans Moses and Aaron from entering the Promised Land because he considers their gratitude to fall short.

The Israelites duly wander around for forty years, getting into battles and having other adventures, and being fed miraculously with manna and quails. Eventually, as the time comes for them to enter the Promised Land, Moses dies, but not before delivering a long list of rules and regulations that comprises most of Deuteronomy, the last of the “books of Moses.” (Aaron had died long before.)

Moses’s appointed successor Joshua, from the tribe of Ephraim, then leads the Israelites on the long-awaited conquest of the Promised Land from the Canaanites, starting with the city of Jericho and gleefully slaughtering whole peoples—men, women, children, and often their livestock too—on Yahweh’s orders.

Despite Yahweh’s repeated promises to clear the land completely of its inhabitants for his chosen people, the Canaanites are not completely expelled. The books of Joshua and Judges acknowledge that some were allowed to live among the tribes, effectively as slaves. Even some of the Canaanite nations survived within the Promised Land—apparently because Yahweh wanted to use them to test the Israelites’ steadfastness.

When the job is finally done Joshua divides Canaan between the twelve tribes. More accurately there are thirteen. The priestly tribe of Levi, that of Moses and Aaron, has land allotted to individual Levite families within the territories of the other tribes. But because of the two “half tribes” of Ephraim and Manasseh the land is still divided into twelve.

Joshua’s tribe of Ephraim is given the huge honor of custodianship of the Ark of the Covenant, the Tabernacle now being erected permanently at Shiloh (modern Khirbet Seilun in the West Bank) in Ephraim’s lands. This is the first major center of the Yahweh religion.

Joshua also has the embalmed body of Joseph, which the Israelites had brought from Egypt with them, buried at Shechem as he had wished. Shechem (in or near modern Nablus in the West Bank) was one of the Israelites’ earliest holy sites—the first place Abraham is said to have visited in Canaan, where he set up an altar to God. What has long been believed to be Joseph’s tomb is venerated today by Jews and Samaritans, although sadly it seems not to be his tomb at all.

For about two centuries after the conquest, until the establishment of a monarchy, the tribes went their own way as a loose confederation or league trying to clear the remaining pockets of Canaanites out of the land or allying against external threats, particularly from the troublesome Philistines. During those tough times they were led by “judges” (shoftim), more accurately “leaders.” One was a woman, Deborah.




ENTER THE PROPHETESSES

The story so far has been mostly about men. In fact, women are surprisingly well represented in the Bible, many being depicted in a positive light—or relatively so, given the time and culture. Women play prominent, sometimes pivotal, roles in many individual Bible stories—Delilah in the Samson tale, the prostitute Rahab, who shelters and assists the spies Joshua sends into Jericho, and so on—and of course they feature in the story of Israelite origins as wives and mothers. But not unexpectedly, given the general attitude to women across the ancient world, they rarely enjoy positions of authority.

Indeed, under the monarchy the wives of the kings had no official role (although of course a few influenced their husbands, Lady Macbeth– style). As Athalya Brenner, the Dutch-Israeli pioneer of feminist biblical studies, points out, only Israelite kings’ foreign spouses are referred to as “queens”; the native-born are simply wives.4 However, queen mothers did have an official role at court with some political influence, sometimes being given the title “Lady” (gebira). As we will see, queen mothers have an important role in our investigation into the lost goddess.

However, a few nonroyal women also appear to have some kind of status, either in politics or even in the Israelite religion. Yet on the rare occasions they appear, there always seems to be something missing or obscured. They just pop up without explanation or backstory—always included in the case of men—and then often disappear just as abruptly. Almost certainly, the writers—or more likely later editors—are being evasive. There’s something about these women they don’t want us to know. Perhaps they would have been left out entirely if they had not been so important to the story (which implies that many other women have been left out). And they are often found in some of the oldest biblical narratives.

There’s Miriam, the prophetess sister of Moses and Aaron. She first appears by name (as “Aaron’s sister,” with no mention of Moses) after the crossing of the Sea of Reeds. Although often assumed to be older sister who kept watch over the baby Moses in the Nile, the Old Testament never actually says so. Miriam appears in the narrative when, with tambourine in hand, she leads the women in the last part of “The Song of the Sea” in celebration of the Israelites’ trouncing of pharaoh’s pursuing army.5 This song is generally accepted as one of the earliest parts of the Bible, a separate text that was incorporated into the Exodus narrative.6  (The song describes a great wave caused by Yahweh’s “breath”—a sudden storm—that overwhelms the Egyptians, which is more likely to be true than a miraculous parting of the sea.)

Miriam only reappears in the book of Numbers, when she and Aaron challenge Moses on his claim to being God’s spokesman (after, in an apparent non sequitur, criticizing him for marrying a Cushite woman, as if the two complaints are linked). Summoning them to the Tabernacle, an angry Yahweh declares that, while he has spoken to Aaron and Miriam through visions and dreams, he speaks face to face only with Moses. For her temerity, Yahweh strikes Miriam (but not Aaron) with a skin disease (likening it to a father spitting in his daughter’s face), although it seems the condition only lasts for seven days.7

Then, during the wandering in the wilderness when the Israelites stop at Kadesh in the Desert of Zin, without any drama, explanation, or message, Miriam dies. That’s it.

The other of the “two great female figures of pre-monarchical Israel”8 is Deborah, one of the judges, also described as a prophetess. Renowned for her wisdom, her “sphere of influence is the hill country of Ephraim,”9 where she sits beneath a date palm tree and people come to her for advice and judgment.

The main part of her story, though, is her role in a conflict between the Israelites and the Canaanites, when her counsel proves decisive to the victory. The Israelites were being oppressed by the Canaanite king, Jabin. Deborah relays to Barak, of the tribe of Naphtali, God’s command to raise an army to confront him. Barak obeys and—insisting on taking Deborah into battle with him—defeats Jabin’s army under its commander Sisera, freeing Israel and ushering in forty years of peace.

Like Miriam, Deborah proclaims a song—the “Song of Deborah and Barak” in praise of God10—which, also as with Miriam, is perhaps among the oldest passages of the Hebrew Bible, being near contemporary with the events it describes.11

Deborah’s story, as we will see, provides key clues to the hidden tradition of the sacred feminine among the Israelites.

In fact, as Brenner observes: “The two great female figures of pre-monarchical Israel, Deborah and Miriam, fit into the same category [as the men discussed] of great leaders. The only sphere that is out of bounds for them at the outset is the priesthood.”12 However, both women have a religious function, being described as “prophetesses”—chosen women to whom Yahweh speaks, and who then relay his words to the people.

These two special women feature early in the story, even before the term prophet is applied to any man. Later, of course, the famous prophets with books of the Bible attributed to them are men, although a few prophetesses still occasionally appear.

It also appears that women had some kind of official function in the Tabernacle, the forerunner of the Temple. There are two mentions of “the women who served at the entrance of the tent of meeting,” although unlike all the other functionaries they are neither introduced nor explained.

Exodus’s description of the making of the Tabernacle paraphernalia includes the fact that the bronze basin and its stand were made “from the mirrors of the ministering women who ministered at the entrance of the tent of meeting.”13 In the book of Samuel, the corrupt and immoral behavior of the sons of the high priest Eli that leads to the loss of the Ark includes sleeping with “the women who were serving at the entrance to the tent of meeting.”14 For once it is the men who are condemned for illicit sex, with no suggestion that the women led them astray.

Who these women are and their exact function at the Tabernacle is never explained; perhaps the reader was expected to know. But every other thing about the Tabernacle, its practices and functionaries are described in excruciating detail in Leviticus—twice, in fact: once when Yahweh gives the instruction and again when they are carried out.

We might be tempted to leap to a scurrilous conclusion about women who hang about outside places frequented by men, but the texts never suggest their activities are eyebrow raising. Their role is, however, somewhat controversial. We’ll be returning to it later.

Transgressive women do feature prominently in a major theme of the Old Testament, however. From Moses onward, the story is punctuated with accusations of apostasy on the part of the Israelites—turning from the worship of Yahweh to other gods, either the old deities from before Yahweh’s time, the revival of Canaanite practices, or the importation (usually by women) of foreign gods from neighboring peoples, for which they are duly punished by Yahweh. One obvious candidate is the famous golden calf made by the Israelites while Moses is up Mount Sinai talking to—or rather listening to—God.

During the wandering in the wilderness, while the Israelites are encamped at Peor, the men are led astray into the worship of the god Baal by the women of the Midianite city of Moab. This leads to what is later known as the “incident of Peor,” causing Yahweh to send a plague that kills 24,000 Israelites.15

Although Yahweh had decided to destroy them all, his rage is tempered by a touching act of devotion on the part of Phinehas, Aaron’s grandson. He runs a spear through an Israelite man and Moabite woman while they are having sex. Realizing from this that some are still faithful to his ways, Yahweh calls off the plague and grants Phinehas the hereditary high priesthood.

During the period of the judges, the Israelites revert to their old ways whenever a judge’s back is turned—particularly returning to the worship of Baal, the Canaanite storm and fertility god who was widely venerated before the arrival of the Israelites.

All this serial apostasy is the stock excuse for any setback or defeat during the conquest of the Promised Land and the era of the judges. After all, if a serious downturn of fortune was not the Israelites’ fault, it would mean Yahweh broke his promises. And that, of course, was unthinkable.

But did any of this actually happen? Do the biblical minimalists have a point—are these stories just undiluted myth?




IS THE BIBLE HISTORY?

The Exodus is generally dated to the reign of Ramesses the Great, 1279 to 1213–12 BCE, although some go for a pharaoh or two on either side. In any case, as most scholars today consider the Exodus story complete fiction, trying to correlate it with Egyptian history is for them a pointless exercise.

The basic notion that the Israelites were enslaved in Egypt is not so farfetched. Canaanites and other Semitic peoples certainly settled there, mostly around the eastern Nile delta, the nearest part to Canaan. There was even a dynasty of Canaanite origin in the fourteenth century BCE that ruled the north of Egypt, during a period when the country was split into two kingdoms.

Semitic names appear among both paid and slave workers throughout Egypt’s history, beginning long before the putative time of the Hebrew slavery and continuing long afterward. Yet no Egyptian texts or inscriptions so much as hint at a vast mass of slaves or workers leaving the country or being expelled. But the Bible claims there were about 600,000 men, plus women and children, so about 2.5–3 million people in all.16 One would think someone in Egypt would have noticed them leaving: for one thing, an outflux of such a mammoth body of workers would have had serious social and economic consequences, obviously leaving some mark on Egyptian history. But mark there is none.

So the Exodus, if it happened at all, must have been on a much smaller scale than the biblical account would have us believe.

Another problem with the Bible story is that the books of Exodus and Numbers refer to places and people that simply did not exist at that time. The cities of “Pithom and Rameses” where the Israelites are said to have been forced to work on building projects for the pharaoh were real places—Per-Atum and Per-Ramessu—but those names were not used until the seventh century BCE.17 Similarly, the Egyptian fortress town of Migdol on the eastern border of the Nile delta, referred to during the Exodus from Egypt, was only built in the seventh century BCE at the earliest.18

During the wandering in the wilderness, the book of Numbers makes a great deal of the Kingdom of Edom, but again such a state did not exist until the seventh century BCE. In the thirteenth and twelfth centuries BCE, according to both archaeology and Egyptian texts, it was inhabited only by nomadic peoples. The whole region through which the Israelites are said to have meandered was very sparsely populated at the time.19

Great excitement when excavations at Jericho found it had really been destroyed by warfare was tempered when the destruction was dated to around 1500 BCE—about three centuries too early for Joshua’s legendary conquest. More damningly, it has been proved to be the work of the Egyptian army. Since then it had been entirely abandoned and uninhabited. The same goes for the second city, Ai, listed in the Israelites’ itinerary of invasion.20

Of the thirty-one cities said to have been taken by Joshua listed at the end of the book named after him, twenty have been identified, and only two, Bethel and Hazor (the largest in the region at the time), show signs of largescale destruction in the thirteenth century BCE, although it is unclear whether they happened in the same time frame.21

Of course, the fact that these accounts date from at least 500 years after the event shows that the writers/editors simply described what was familiar from their own time. None of their readers would have known any better. Neither would the writers themselves: before the modern concept of history, people invariably pictured the past as being like their own day. Seeing the writings in context: the Old Testament was written in an age of titanic clashes between empires—Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians—with vast armies being controlled by tyrants. It is not surprising that the Bible writers would have imagined the era of Moses and, particularly, Joshua in the same way.

So far, the Bible’s version of history is looking distinctly shaky. However, as William Dever—a champion of the archaeological approach—has shown, the evidence unearthed from beneath the soil does fit the Bible’s account, often remarkably. But it is just on a considerably less epic scale.

Hundreds of ancient sites—mostly villages with populations of less than a hundred—have been identified and excavated, showing that in some parts of Israel there was a great increase in population during the twelfth century BCE, the era classified as “Iron Age I.” Lawrence E. Stager sums the situation up in The Oxford History of the Biblical World (1998): Whereas 88 settlements have been found from the Late Bronze Age, 1500–1200 BCE, housing an estimated population of 50,000, in the same areas 678 were found from Iron Age I, 1200–1000 BCE, over 90 percent of them being new foundations, with a total estimated population of 150,000. Moreover, the newcomers were all of the same “material culture,” which was distinct from the Late Bronze Age villages.22

However, as Stager explains:

Most of these new settlements are located in the highlands or the plateaus on both sides of the Jordan River. Settlement is especially dense in the territories of Manasseh and Ephraim in the west and in Gilead and Moab in the east, both “frontiers” having been sparsely settled in the Late Bronze Age. This extraordinary increase in occupation during Iron Age I cannot be explained only by natural population growth of the few Late Bronze Age city-states in the region: there must have been a major influx of people into the highlands in the twelfth and eleventh centuries BCE.23

Dever summarizes the situation (his emphasis): “The significant fact in all these figures is that in contrast to other areas of Canaan, the hill country—where most of the supposedly Israelite people settled and later developed into a nation-state—witnessed a population explosion in the 12th century B.C.E.”24

It was nowhere near the same scale nor so fast as the population explosion described in Joshua, but nevertheless it happened. And significantly, it happened in the area that was allocated to the tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh.

In fact, once the hype is removed from the conquest of the Promised Land, it fits the archaeological evidence rather better. Although at the end of Joshua there is a list of the thirty-one defeated kings, as Kenneth Kitchen, the British historian specializing in the ancient Near East, states: “In fact, the biblical accounts simply have a body of people entering Canaan, destroying only three ‘cities,’ and killing in conflict the petty rulers of a number more—but without taking all these over. Settling-in took much longer.”25

The archaeology also shows that in the lead-up to 1000 BCE—in the era of the early kings, Saul and David—the “highland village culture was rapidly being transformed into a ‘proto-urban’ society that was much more highly centralized.”26 Many of the villages were abandoned, and towns—some with populations of up to 2,000—appeared.

Such a transformation, as Dever points out, leads to exactly what the Bible describes: political centralization, social stratification, a sense of national identity that demands a national history (or myth)—and the creation of a religious orthodoxy that legitimizes the authority of the king, who rules by the will of the god, in this case Yahweh. And it also means taxes, to pay for monumental building projects.

Now we see that many of the biblical minimalists’ objections are explained away by the basic human trait of exaggeration, epitomized on a heroic scale in the Old Testament.

Recognizing this factor puts into perspective some of the biblical narrative that attracted the minimalists’ particular scorn. David and Solomon, for example, did not rule vast numbers of subjects. They were just chieftains of petty kingdoms, which is why they left little mark on their neighbors’ chronicles.

Disappointingly, this penchant for hyperbole extends to the legendary Temple of Solomon and largely explains why no archaeological trace has ever been found. Because of its importance in religious history, we tend to imagine the Temple being gigantic, like one of the more impressive Gothic cathedrals. But according to the dimensions given in the Bible it was only the size of a modest parish church.

So, judging by the archaeology, there does seem to be an authentic, historical core to those early Bible stories, even if it is buried under layers of propaganda, swagger, and even imagination.

But, despite the evidence of an influx of people from outside Canaan in the twelfth century BCE, the one element that most scholars of the Hebrew Bible reject is the story of the Exodus, or any connection with Egypt. The modern consensus is that it is pure fiction.

According to the mainstream view—especially in the absence of any archaeological evidence of Egyptian influence on early Israelite settlements—the Israelites were either native Canaanites or, if they did migrate to the region, came either from the south or east of Canaan, not from Egypt. However, the case is considerably stronger than they would have us believe . . .




BORN OF EGYPT

The most immediate evidence is the name of the Israelites’ iconic savior from the wicked pharaoh. Moses is an Egyptian name. It means “born of ” and was commonly used by pharaohs, suffixed to the name of a god, to indicate their symbolic kinship with the deity, as in Thutmose (“born of Thoth”).

Of course, the Exodus story has Moses being raised as an Egyptian prince, which might account for his name. But the tale makes little sense even on its own logic. The Bible’s claim that his name was derived from “to draw out” (moshe)—as given to him by the pharaoh’s daughter because she drew him out of the river—is obvious nonsense. Why would an Egyptian princess give him a Hebrew name anyway? Wasn’t keeping his Hebrew blood a secret the whole point?

Clearly, that was invented to explain Moses’s name in Hebrew terms—which would make no sense if, as the minimalists maintain, it was complete fiction. Why invent a hero with an Egyptian name and then go through such convolutions to explain that it wasn’t really Egyptian? A much more likely scenario is that the later Israelites had traditions about an Egyptian named Moses who played a pivotal role in their history but, because of a deep-rooted hostility to Egypt, were uncomfortable about admitting it. So they came up with a story to explain that, although he was a prince of Egypt, he was really an Israelite.

In fact, the story of baby Moses being cast adrift on the Nile was hardly unique, the same tale being told of the third millennium BCE King Sargon of Akkad, though his birth legend came from long, long after he lived, from the seventh century BCE at the earliest. So it is even possible the Sargon story was inspired by Moses’s, not the other way around.

However, British researcher Robert Feather points out that a similar narrative, which certainly predated Moses, was told in Egypt: in order to hide him from the evil god Set—the enemy of Osiris who wants to kill his infant son Horus—Osiris’s goddess-wife Isis puts the child in a reed boat floating on the delta marshes.27

So probably Moses was an Egyptian born and bred, although he must have formed some kind of bond with the enslaved Hebrews. In fact, he is by no means the only person in the story with an Egyptian name. There are others, and they are all from the elite Levi, Moses’s tribe, and members of the Shilohite priesthood that guards the Ark of the Covenant at Shiloh.

Over a century ago it was recognized that Phinehas, the grandson of Aaron and the first high priest, had an Egyptian name, a variation of Panehesy, which could mean “the southerner” or “the Nubian” (pa-nhsi). There are several priests and officials with that name recorded in Egypt, so perhaps it was particularly associated with high officials, including religious functionaries.

Phinehas is important: it’s him, not Aaron, to whom Yahweh grants the hereditary high priestship, declaring “it shall be to him and to his descendants after him the covenant of a perpetual priesthood.”28 Although Aaron is the first priest, the hereditary line is not actually established through him—Exodus only ever calls him “priest” (kohen), never “high priest” (kohen gadol).

There is another Phinehas—a descendant of the first one—later in the book of Samuel, who is the brother of Hophni, another Egyptian name. Phinehas and Hophni are Levite priests, sons of the then high priest Eli and the last of the direct line descended from the first Phinehas. Their corrupt ways lead to the Ark being captured by the Philistines, with Eli and both his sons being killed.29 The high priesthood then passes to a line descended from another of Aaron’s sons (until Solomon allegedly returns it to the original line by appointing Zadok).

Another Levite name of Egyptian origin is Merari, which goes back to earlier in the story. His name is believed to derive from the Egyptian mer, or “beloved.” He is one of Levi’s sons, who is only mentioned in passing in Genesis, among those who come—with Jacob and his extended family—to settle in Egypt with Joseph. But his descendants, known as the Merarites, are one of the clans within the priestly tribe of Levi, given specific responsibility for carrying and caring for the Tabernacle, the tent-temple that houses the Ark of the Covenant.

As Mark S. Smith of Princeton Theological Seminary writes, “The various Egyptian names in Shilohite lineage (Moses, Phinehas, Hopni, [sic] and Merari) may point to the Egyptian background of the Levitical Shilohite priesthood.”30 This also suggests that the story is based on hard facts; giving Egyptian names to members of the priestly line makes no sense if it is all pure fiction.

We can add another Egyptian name to the list, which—tellingly, perhaps—scholars seem to neglect: Miriam, the sister of Moses and Aaron. If Moses was Egyptian, then she was also. Her name, too, could derive from the Egyptian mer (beloved), which often prefixed those of high-status females, meaning “beloved of . . .” a god (in the same way that -mose was used as a suffix for boys). One of Ramesses the Great’s daughters was Meritamen, “beloved of Amun.”

As with Merari, later Jewish tradition associated Miriam’s name more with “bitter”—supposedly because she embodies the Israelites’ condition at the time of her birth—deriving it from mar yam, or “bitter sea.” But this is far too contrived, especially when the evidence is very much in favor of the Egyptian mer. This raises another, very exciting possibility.

Could it be that the Merarites—caretakers and carriers of the Tabernacle, no less—were really descended from Miriam? Was the story of their descent from Levi’s son Merari a later invention to avoid any connection with a woman?

The giveaway is that, according to Genesis, Levi named his son Merari before he, along with all his brothers and Jacob, emigrated to Egypt.31 This makes no sense on the story’s own logic and seems contrived to crowbar in a man with the “beloved” name so the Merarites can be traced back to him. (Merari is one of three sons—the other two have Hebrew names.)

All this suggests that the first Levites did not merely have Egyptian names, but that they were Egyptian. William F. Albright, the celebrated American biblical scholar, clearly thought so, writing that the Levitic priesthood “perpetuated their Egyptian traditions as late as the eleventh century” (BCE, to the time of Hophni and Phinehas).32

However, according to one school of thought Levi was not originally considered a tribe or even an individual. It simply meant “priest,” and only later were the Levites retrospectively upgraded to tribe status. There are few Levites in the Exodus account, nowhere near the numbers of the other tribes, which is presumably why they were never given their own territory, just parcels of land within that of other tribes. It was probably a small group, perhaps just a family—obviously including Moses, Aaron, and Miriam.

But how many Israelites really came out of Egypt—and did they include all the twelve tribes?




THE TWO TRIBES

Because of the different way the tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh are treated in the Bible, it was suggested as far back as the 1950s that only they were ever in Egypt.

While the other tribes are traced back to the sons of Jacob/Israel, Ephraim and Manasseh are said to have been descended from two of his grandsons—the two sons of Joseph. As already noted, there was no tribe of Joseph (although the term is used occasionally to refer to Ephraim and Manasseh collectively). For this reason, they are occasionally called “half tribes,” and sometimes referred to jointly as the “sons of Joseph.”

They are the tribes with the most specific connection to Egypt, since they claim descent from Joseph and his Egyptian wife Asenath—daughter of the high-status priest of Heliopolis—and so are not only half Egyptian but the only tribal forefathers to have been born in Egypt.

Some researchers include the tribe of Benjamin in this grouping, as they are descended from Jacob’s other son by his favored wife Rachel, making him Joseph’s only full brother. This implies that those three tribes were recognized as a related and distinct set. Scholars sometimes refer to the three as the “Rachel group.”

In the Genesis account, although Manasseh is the firstborn, when Joseph takes them to his aged father Jacob to be blessed, he bestows the blessing usually reserved for the firstborn on Ephraim instead.33 When Joseph questions this, Jacob tells him that it is because Ephraim’s descendants will have greater glory. As indeed they did, at least before David established the monarchy. It was an Ephraimite, Joshua, who is credited with planning and leading the conquest of the Promised Land. (Although the story, as we have seen, is a massive exaggeration, it still gives Joshua the leading role.) And it was Ephraim that was given the honor of custody of the Ark of the Covenant when the Tabernacle was given a permanent home in Shiloh, in their lands. The “blessing” story probably reflects and was devised to explain retrospectively a change in the relative status of the two tribes at some point in Israelite history.

It would be a mistake to take these tales literally; they are origin myths, but of course they have a real origin to explain. They tell us that the tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh were connected more closely than the others, were considered to have a part-Egyptian heritage, and that when the Israelites first arrived in Canaan they—particularly Ephraim—were the most powerful and important of the tribes.

Because of all these factors, and the logistical difficulties of the conventional Exodus story, some have logically concluded that only those tribes came out of Egypt, the other nine already being there. This neatly reconciles the “Canaanites only” school’s case with the evidence for a genuine connection with Egypt.

The 1962 edition of Peake’s Commentary on the Bible—a reference work based on the latest scholarship of the time—explains the then-current interpretation:

It may be gathered from the Blessing of Jacob that Joseph was originally, on first entering the land, a single tribe. The two later lists show that this large and powerful group (Jos. 17:14) was later on divided into two groups, Manasseh being at first the more important of the two; ultimately the position was reversed and Ephraim became the leading tribe of the Rachel group, a change which is reflected in the story of Jacob’s blessing the two sons of Joseph (Gen. 48:12–20). It is to this group that the tradition of the sojourn in Egypt belongs, and it was this group which came up from Egypt, and, under the leadership of Joshua, himself an Ephraimite, entered Canaan on the east and settled in the central part of Canaan, the “hill-country of Ephraim.”34

In this scenario, originally only Ephraim and Manasseh had the tradition of the sojourn in Egypt, but over time it was extended to all the other tribes, probably because of Ephraim’s dominant position.

By the time the monarchy was established, all the ten northern tribes were sometimes referred to as the House of Joseph, reflecting both Ephraim and Manasseh’s dominance and the absorption of the others into the tribes’ foundation myth. This extended the legend, with its core of historical truth, to the other tribes as well.

Evidently, in the days before the monarchy was set up under the Judahite David, Ephraim was the most powerful and preeminent of the tribes—a status Ephraim was reluctant to surrender. This led to the breakup of the kingdom. The power struggle between Ephraim and Judah runs through Israelite history, even into New Testament times.

We referred to this theory in The Masks of Christ as a means of reconciling the apparently contradictory evidence. As it was solely based on reading between the lines of the biblical accounts, it appeared ultimately unprovable, but since then we came across William G. Dever’s 2003 Who Were the Early Israelites and Where Did They Come From?, which presents archaeological—and other—evidence that backs up the theory considerably.

Dever notes that the “Joseph cycle” of stories in Genesis—believed to be a separate narrative incorporated into Genesis—has many “distinctly Egyptian” elements, and even follows the conventions of Egyptian literature: “Thus while the Joseph Cycle as it now stands may be largely fiction . . . it can be read as providing an actual Egyptian background for some elements in early Israel, however small.”35

Even more significant is the archaeology. The new settlements that sprang up in the twelfth century BCE are nearly all in the hill country that was the territory of Ephraim and Manasseh—the location of almost all the sites that fit the culture of “proto-Israelites.”36

Revisiting the story of the Promised Land’s conquest in the light of the theory that only Ephraim and Manasseh came from Egypt makes sense of a curious episode at the climax of the book of Joshua—one that even has supporting evidence from archaeology. It is generally described as the “renewal of the covenant,” when the league of the twelve tribes was officially established.

The first phase of the conquest complete, Joshua summons the representatives of all the tribes to Shechem and demands they make a choice: either “put away the gods that your fathers served beyond the River [Euphrates] and in Egypt” and commit themselves totally to Yahweh or continue to worship their old gods and earn his wrath. He declares the Ephraimites’ loyalty to Yahweh and the others, naturally, also decide to go with Yahweh. Joshua “reaffirms for them the statutes and laws,” recording them all in “the Book of the Law of God.” He then sets up a “large stone” as a mark of the event.37 Those who believe that only Ephraim and Manasseh came out of Egypt think the reference to the gods they served in Egypt is merely a post-Ezra revision.

The episode makes no sense. We are told Joshua has led all twelve tribes in a campaign of conquest in Yahweh’s name and with the sign of their covenant with him, the Ark, always carried ahead. And yet Joshua has to give them an ultimatum to stop worshipping their old gods! Bearing in mind the sheer exaggeration in the Old Testament, what happens if we reframe this story? What if Joshua and his tribes arrive from outside the land and carry out a much more modest conquest? Then they bring the other tribes—native Canaanites—together and force them to adopt the worship of the new god they have brought with them. Rather than renewing the covenant, where the native tribes are concerned he is establishing it. And in imposing Yahweh worship on the Canaanites, the Israelites are also establishing themselves as overlords.

Peake’s Commentary presents its interpretation of the episode:

Joshua is represented as offering the gathered tribes the choice between the cults which they have hitherto followed, that is, the cults of Mesopotamia (v. 15), or the local cults of Canaan, and the cult of Yahweh which the house of Joseph has brought with them into Canaan. . . . The league then make the choice of Yahweh as the God of the united tribes, and the choice is ratified with due ceremonial at the sanctuary of Shechem.38

As biblical scholar Walter Rast observes: “It is generally agreed that Joshua 24 contains old traditions about a covenant ceremony at Shechem to which a great deal of Deuteronomic expression has been added.”39 That is to say, the event—which was too well known to be glossed over—has been reinterpreted in terms of what the religion had become five or six centuries later, subsumed into a larger epic of conquest.

Although there have been digs at Shechem on and off in a piecemeal fashion since the 1930s, it was finally excavated properly in 1973 (by a team that included Dever). What had been believed to be a fortress (migdol) turned out to be a Canaanite temple dating from around 1650 BCE. It is described in Judges as “the stronghold of the house [temple] of El-Berith,”40 although it also says it was previously known as Baal-Berith, confirming the archaeology that it was originally a Canaanite holy place, sacred to their god Baal. After a period of disuse, it began to be used again some time between 1400 and 1300 BCE. Then in the 1100s BCE it was extensively altered to include the erection of a large standing stone, which fits the Joshua account.41




THE MAGIC BOX

Despite the blind spot of many academics, the more one delves, the more Egyptian the story becomes. For example, the practice of male circumcision that God decrees as a sign of the covenant was a characteristically Egyptian practice—ironically avoided by Canaanites back then.42

The Ark of the Covenant, which the Israelites construct to Yahweh’s precise specifications almost immediately after their Exodus, also has its nearest equivalents in Egypt. William F. Albright also noted that the Ark of the Covenant and Tabernacle were “completely foreign” to Canaanite culture.43 Kenneth Kitchen goes further: “The Egyptian quotient in the Exodus narrative, the Tabernacle, and other features demand an Egyptian background.”44

So where did Moses get the idea of the Ark? Many researchers—although they tend to be from the alternative community—see the similarity between the Ark in Exodus and the portable chests, carried on poles, found in the tombs of Egyptian pharaohs, most famously Tutankhamun’s.

Graham Hancock in The Sign and the Seal (1992) also drew attention to the “shrines,” or rectangular caskets, that contained Tutankhamun’s sarcophagus. They were made of wood plated with gold, like the Ark. Hancock writes that “it was difficult to resist the conclusion that the mind that had conceived the Ark of the Covenant must have been familiar with objects like these.”45 Given Moses’s Egyptian origins, it is hard not to agree.

Then there are those mysterious creatures, the pair of cherubim that Yahweh decreed be set on top of the Ark, on the “mercy seat” where he would manifest to talk to Moses. Clearly the cherubim are connected with Yahweh’s materialization—the “glory” that appears when he descends into the Tabernacle.

Individual cherubs or pairs of cherubim feature elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible. Two or more are posted by God to guard the Tree of Life in Eden. In less mythological territory, cherubim feature heavily in the Temple of Solomon, which replaced the Tabernacle as the focus of worship. They also appear in Ezekiel’s visions—he claims to have seen a brace of living cherubim by the Chebar canal in Babylonia during the Exile.

Tantalizingly, these fantastical creatures are never described anywhere in the Hebrew Bible, presumably because everyone already knew what they looked like. Neither is their exact function spelled out, although they are clearly important.

There are some isolated references in the Psalms and the book of Isaiah to God being “enthroned” on (or above) cherubim. One scholar points out that “enthroned over the cherubim” (yoseb hakkerubim) is “the constitutive and distinctive title afforded to YHWH in the cult and theology of the First Temple.”46 Yahweh’s association with cherubim was important and in some way—now lost to us—actually defining.

The English word comes from the Hebrew K’rubh (or keruv), which is both singular and plural, but the exact meaning always comes from the context. Nobody knows what it means, but it is generally accepted to derive from the Akkadian karibu, describing an intermediary between humans and gods, usually by relaying invocations to heaven. This is most likely given the cherubim’s position on the Ark and in the Temple believed to be Yahweh’s house.

Like everything on that magic box, the two cherubim on the Ark are made of gold, with their wings spread out to “overshadow” the mercy seat, looking toward each other.47 Presumably when God manifests on the seat to talk to Moses he appears under their protective wings.

Nowhere does it specify the cherubim’s size, but we know the mercy seat is 2.5 cubits long by 1.5 wide—about 4 feet by 2.5 feet. It also depends on whether they were kneeling (as most people think) or standing. Images of the cherubim are also woven into the Tabernacle veil before the Ark, and also the ten curtains that make up the tent. Cherubim are obviously extremely important.

In fact, they are the only figures—divine, human, or animal—featured in the Ark and Tabernacle (and later the Temple). And as their presence blatantly contravenes the second commandment about not making images, later mythmakers would never have dared to invent them. Clearly, they were genuinely ancient, there from the arrival of the Yahweh cult in Canaan—so authentically dating from Moses’s time.

But what were the cherubim? Is it possible to make educated guesses about their appearance? All the Bible tells us is that they had faces and wings. Since they could stand they must have had feet too, but we don’t know how many.

The usual academic explanation is that they were winged sphinxes—body of a lion, human head, and eagle’s wings. Sphinxes were common to many ancient Near Eastern cultures, usually associated with temples or as the guardian deity of kings. Their image is frequently incorporated into seats of power, often labeled “lion thrones.”

Of course, sphinxes are most obviously associated with Egypt, although theirs tended not to have wings. Winged sphinxes were very popular in Phoenician iconography, so scholars usually believe that they inspired the Israelite cherubim. But there’s a flaw in their argument: They base this on the presence of cherubim in Solomon’s Temple—built by Phoenician craftsmen—but that couldn’t have applied to the earlier Ark. (As we have seen, most specialists reject the literal truth of the Exodus story, so to them the antiquity and Egyptian influence on the Ark is irrelevant.)

Another problem with the sphinx idea is that all the comparative examples from outside Israel—the lion thrones, for example—date from the tenth century BCE at the earliest (most are two or three centuries later). Again, this might work around the time of Solomon, but not if the Ark really originated with the Exodus.

Various other suggestions have been made—winged bulls, giant birds—but, as the Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament concludes, no one candidate fits all the data.48

Faced with this conundrum, some, like William Dever, argue that cherub is a generic term for a “mixed creature” made up of parts of different animals and humans (rather like “chimera”).49 But a hybrid doesn’t really work; if a cherub’s exact form could vary, the biblical instructions about making the images should have been more specific.

The other popular candidates for the cherubim are winged deities—human shaped, nearly always female, with wings instead of arms, in the style usually associated with the great Egyptian goddesses Isis and her sister Nephthys. While such images are found in many ancient Near Eastern cultures, they are clearly inspired by Egypt.

Graham Hancock notes that the shrines in Tutankhamun’s tomb, referred to above, were decorated with standing winged goddesses thought to be Isis and Nephthys.50 They are protecting the shrine.

Raphael Patai, who we will meet again in chapter 2, cites an illustration of an ivory plaque excavated from the Ivory House of King Ahab of Israel, who reigned 873–852 BCE, of two winged female figures, kneeling toward each other and holding lotus flowers. They are strikingly like the Egyptian images of Isis and Nephthys. Patai calls this “the closest illustration found to date of the Cherubim.”51

Today, the cherubim are usually depicted as sacred female figures, as in Raiders of the Lost Ark and other fictional and artistic depictions. But given the Bible’s scant detail, ultimately it is impossible to know what they looked like, although we are inclined to the theory about winged goddesses—probably Isis. And even the next best candidates, the sphinxes, also point toward Egypt.

Another aspect of the conundrum is that later in Judaism’s history—after the destruction of the Temple by the Babylonians, the loss of the Ark of the Covenant, and the reinvention of the religion by Ezra and his peers—the religious leaders became distinctly evasive about the cherubim. Collectively people remembered that they were important in the early days, but a wall of silence rose around any detail about their appearance or precise function. After all, any association not just with the old enemy Egypt, but with Egyptian goddesses, would be beyond the pale.




THE MANY GODS OF ISRAEL

If we consult the Bible as the unvarnished truth, we are in for a big disappointment. Of course, the “history” of the Old Testament is pure propaganda. It is deliberately written to support not a political but a religious agenda (although the two are related): to promote the cult of Yahweh—but mainly, one suspects, its priesthood. As the Bible was written so much later it can never be an accurate description of the Israelites’ original beliefs—only of the fifth century BCE writers’ own, projected back to the peoples’ origins.

It might come as a surprise to most Christians and Jews, but scholars overwhelmingly acknowledge that contrary to the impression in the Hebrew Bible and what generations have been led to believe, the ancient Israelites were not monotheists. As the Canadian Egyptologist and archaeologist Donald B. Redford writes, “‘Mosaic monotheism,’ . . . is a will-o-the-wisp. Most scholars would deny that, in the thirteenth century B.C., the traditional time slot for Moses, the Hebrews had approached anywhere near the exalted plane of ‘monotheism.’”52

It is not so surprising. Monotheism rarely comes naturally, and in the ancient world (with the possible exception of the heretic Egyptian pharaoh Akhenaten, as we will see) it wasn’t only unknown but would have been thought absurd.

The ancient Israelites were in fact monolaters, focusing their worship on one god—while acknowledging the existence of others. This practice was very common in the ancient world. Temples and shrines were usually dedicated to one particular god in a pantheon, and towns and villages had a patron deity that was the focus of their rites without excluding the veneration of others. Monolatry—favoring one god over all the others—was an extreme version of this.

In fact—another big surprise—despite the post-Exile rewriting, the Hebrew Bible doesn’t pretend otherwise. It is not written from the perspective that Yahweh is the only God, but the only god the people of Israel should worship. The existence of other gods is not just implicitly, but often explicitly, acknowledged throughout the early books, as in the Song of the Sea—one of the oldest passages in the Bible—thanking and praising Yahweh for delivering them from the pursuing Egyptians: “Who is like you, LORD, among the gods?”53

Throughout the Hebrew Bible, there are many references to other gods (elim). But while sometimes apparently they just concern their images, to the ancient world the images were the gods. And often the Bible transparently refers to other deities.

Even Yahweh himself, according to the Israelites’ sacred texts, portrayed himself as one god among many. After all, the first commandment is: “You shall have no other gods before [or beside] me”54—not that there are no other gods.

The Bible opens with the words, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” However, the word for “God” is Elohim, which, as the -im suffix shows, is plural—literally “the gods.”55
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