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How to Read the Bible is, quite simply, the best, most original book about the Hebrew Bible in decades. James Kugel guides the reader chapter by chapter through the “quiet revolution” of recent biblical scholarship, introducing the host of research findings that have fundamentally challenged the long-standing interpretations of the ancient texts. All this leads him to the question that troubles everyone who takes the Bible seriously nowadays: Has modern scholarship killed the Bible? Or is there some way to salvage its message despite all that we now know about how the Bible came to be? How to Read the Bible offers nothing less than a whole new way of thinking about sacred Scripture.














A 2007 NEW YORK TIMES NOTABLE BOOK OF THE YEAR





“Kugel goes through the Hebrew Bible alternating a discussion of how ancient interpreters understood key passages with what modern scholarship can tell us about the origins and accuracy of the text. This is wonderfully interesting stuff, extremely well presented. . . . Kugel’s lucid explanation is a major contribution to popular understanding.”


—The Washington Post


 


“Kugel has a fine ear for narrative, a lifelong scholar’s discipline, and a wonder and confidence fed by his beliefs. His gathering up of a life’s work gives readers a chance to brush up against genius, and perhaps examine those beliefs we claim for ourselves.”


—The Seattle Times


 


“Propounds a stark and challenging thesis.”


—Peter Steinfels, The New York Times


 


“Who should we believe about the Bible—our Sunday-school teachers or our university professors? James Kugel cuts through this dilemma with a breathtaking new look at the world’s most popular book. . . . No writer on the Bible has wrestled so profoundly with the most basic, important questions raised by our conflicting knowledge and desires.”


—“The Best Books We Read in 2007,” The Onion


 


“Kugel has written a wonderful book, one that lays bare the worlds both of modern biblical scholarship and of ancient biblical interpretation with wit and erudition.”


—Commentary
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Praise for How to Read the Bible


 


“It is true that all the familiar figures and events of the Hebrew Scriptures or Old Testament are here: Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, Noah, Abraham, Moses, David, and the prophets. But the book also propounds a stark and challenging thesis, namely that contemporary Bible readers are confronted with two radically different ways of approaching scripture and that both approaches are impressive and admirable—and fundamentally incompatible.”


—Peter Steinfels, The New York Times


 


“To say that this would be the college course you never got to take about the Bible would be damning with faint praise; it would be the college course, the graduate seminar, and reading for comprehensive exams you never got around to, all in one. It may be the best popular book about these modern critics ever written; it’s certainly one of the best popular books on the Bible in many years.”


—Jeremy Dauber, Haaretz


 


“Kugel is surely right . . . These days it is plain to see that modern interpretation does not train its readers to hear the Word of God in the Bible, even in its darkest corners. Ancient interpreters read with the assumption that the Bible has the power to make us insiders. It is the path that faithful Jews and Christians continue striving to walk down.”


—R. R. Reno, First Things


 


A “tour de force of biblical scholarship . . . [and] a fresh, even strange, and very rich view of everything from the Garden of Eden to Isaiah’s dream vision of God. Refreshingly undogmatic and often witty, Kugel brings an intimate knowledge of the Hebrew Bible to illuminate small points as well as large . . . The result is a stunning narrative of the evolution of ancient Israel, of its God and of the entire Hebrew Bible.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


 


“An indispensable guide to a complex subject.”


—Booklist


 


“Written in a lucid colloquial style, seasoned with humorous anecdotes and ample illustrations, How to Read the Bible aspires to provide not only an accessible and comprehensive scholarly introduction to the Hebrew Bible and its modern and ancient study, but also a contemporary model of how to read sacred scripture amidst the oppositional pulls of modern scholarship and tradition.”


—Jewish Book World


 


“This is the kind of volume, like The Gnostic Bible, that I will sample off and on for the rest of my life.”


—Chauncey Mabe, Sun-Sentinel (Fort Lauderdale, Florida)
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PRELIMINARIES


This book is intended as a guide to, and a tour through, the Hebrew Bible. In it, I’ve tried to write down most of what I know about the Bible, its past as well as its present. That makes it a little different from other books on the subject.


Its first aim is to acquaint readers with the contents of the Bible itself. By the end of this book readers will have met all the major figures of the Hebrew Bible—Abraham and Sarah; Moses, Miriam, and Aaron; Deborah, Samson, David, Solomon, and so forth. The book will also cover all the major events, from the story of Adam and Eve to the exodus from Egypt, and on to the conquest of the land, the rise of the United Monarchy, the fall of Jerusalem, the Babylonian exile, and Israel’s eventual return to its homeland. Along with people and events, the Bible’s major passages will themselves be examined—all the most important prophecies and psalms, laws, songs, and sayings.


In going through the Bible, however, this book will focus not only on what the text says but on the larger question of what a modern reader is to make of it, how it is to be read. This will mean examining two quite different ways of understanding the Bible, those of modern biblical scholars and of ancient interpreters.


By modern biblical scholars is meant a rather specific group of people (and not all modern people who study the Bible). Starting around 150 years ago, a major effort was launched in universities and divinity schools in different countries—principally in Germany and Scandinavia, Holland, England, and the United States—to understand the Bible afresh, reading it “scientifically” and without any presuppositions. A great deal of new information had just then begun to emerge that might shed light on the world of the Bible’s creation. The fledgling science of archaeology had started to probe the distant past, first uncovering individual artifacts and treasures from ancient times, later whole towns and cities. Sometimes what the archaeologists found included bits of writing—inscriptions from here and there, indeed, whole libraries of documents written by ancient Egyptians, Babylonians, and other neighboring civilizations of biblical Israel. These texts were deciphered and translated. Using this new information, biblical scholars found themselves able to trace with new accuracy the whole history of the region and fill in many of the blanks left by the Bible itself. They also began to reflect on the nature of Israelite society and its institutions in the light of these neighboring civilizations. Most of all, they set themselves to analyzing the Bible itself in a new way, trying to fit its words to the emerging historical picture and to understand when and how and for what purpose different parts of it were written.


This effort to reinterpret the Bible has been carried on with increasing intensity ever since, and it has produced spectacular results. We are now able to piece together answers to some of the most basic questions about the Bible: Where did the people of Israel come from? How did they come to believe in the existence of only one God? How did they worship Him? What do we know about specific historical events—for example, when did Moses live, and who was the wicked pharaoh that would not let the Israelites leave Egypt? Moreover, what about the Bible itself—when were its various books written, and by whom?


All these questions, and their answers, belong under the heading “modern biblical scholarship.” As this book proceeds through the different parts of the Bible, it will survey most of what modern scholars have discovered about the meaning of the text and its historical background. But that is only part of the material to be studied.


Along with modern biblical scholars, this book will examine another set of interpreters, who lived long before the archaeologists, historians, and linguists came along. These are the ancient interpreters, a largely anonymous group of scholars who flourished from around 300 BCE to 200 CE or so. By the time the ancient interpreters came along, most of the texts that make up our Bible had been around for quite a while—many for hundreds and hundreds of years, in fact. But this was still a very important moment in the Bible’s development, and these ancient interpreters played a significant role. It was a time when, as never before, the Bible had become the central focus of Israel’s religion. Reading Scripture, and doing what it said, was now the very essence of Judaism—and in its wake, Christianity. But what did Scripture mean, and what was it telling people to do? For various reasons, ordinary readers did not feel capable of deciding such things. It was up to the experts—the ancient interpreters—to explain the Bible to them.


As a result, the work of these ancient interpreters proved to be tremendously significant. As will be seen, they had a rather idiosyncratic, even quirky, way of interpreting the Bible. For example, they believed that the Bible did not always say openly what it meant; it was full of cryptic hints, and when these were carefully studied, all manner of hidden meanings could be revealed. In reading this way, ancient interpreters sometimes deduced the existence of whole incidents or teachings that the Bible had never mentioned—indeed, they often “found” here and there doctrines or ideas that came into existence only centuries after the biblical text in question had been written. Their interpretations soon became what the Bible meant. Their explanations of different stories and laws and prophecies were passed on for centuries afterward. Institutionalized by church and synagogue, preached and sung about, depicted in floor mosaics, stained-glass windows, paintings, and statues, endlessly talked about in monasteries and on village greens, echoed in poetry and philosophy and learned discourse of all kinds, this interpreted Bible (that is, the Bible as explained by the ancient interpreters) was the Bible all throughout the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, and to a large extent, even up to today.


One might well ask: now that modern biblical scholars have come to understand what biblical texts really meant when they were first written down, why should anyone bother with what a group of ancient interpreters thought the Bible meant centuries later, especially if their interpretations were sometimes a bit stretched? Part of the answer has already been given. For most of our history, what the Bible meant was what the ancient interpreters had said it meant. Even if what they said does not match the findings of modern scholars, this does not mean that their interpretations have not been, or are not still, significant. As a matter of fact, anyone who wants to understand European painting or sculpture, or the history of Western thought, or Dante or Milton or Shakespeare or almost any writer up to the present day, must know something about the Bible as it was understood by these ancient interpreters—since that was the Bible.


But there is an even more important reason for studying both ancient interpreters and modern biblical scholars. In a way that will be made clear throughout this book, the ancient interpreters are still with us. Despite the rise of archaeology and other sciences, the ancient interpreters’ way of reading is directly tied to some of the most basic things we still think today about the Bible—its very standing as the Word of God, and its role as a guide to daily life—as well as to our understanding of some of its most important parts, from the Garden of Eden to the prophecies of Isaiah and Daniel.


Modern readers of the Bible are thus caught between two opposite ways of reading. On the one hand, the ancient interpreters’ way is crucial for what most people still wish to believe about the Bible and its message. On the other hand, the way of modern scholars, which seems to make good, scientific sense, has undermined a great deal of what those ancient interpreters said. So what are we to do? If we adopt the modern scholars’ way of reading, in a very real sense the whole Bible will be undone—much of its ethical instruction, its basic commandments, prophetic visions, and heartfelt prayers will turn out to be something other than what they have always seemed; indeed, the divine inspiration of all of Scripture will be seen to be undermined. But surely we cannot simply hide our heads in the sand and pretend that modern scholarship does not exist. And so an enormous question now poses itself to both Jews and Christians: How to read the Bible? That is the subject of this book.


 


WARNING: This book is intended for both the specialist and the general reader, those who already have great familiarity with the Bible and those who have never read a page of it. It is my hope that any reader will be able to learn a great deal from it. But there is one group of readers who must be cautioned about its contents. Precisely because this book deals with modern biblical scholarship, many of the things it discusses contradict the accepted teachings of Judaism and Christianity and may thus be disturbing to people of traditional faith. I should say that I count myself in this group, and some of the things I will relate have indeed been disturbing to me over the years. I hesitated for a long time before deciding to pursue modern biblical scholarship as my field of study, and I hesitated even longer before deciding to commit my thoughts on it to writing. If I nonetheless went ahead, it was because I felt that it was dishonest, and ultimately would prove impossible, to hide from the central question addressed by this book. Others, of course, may feel differently. It is up to them to decide whether or not to continue.


A word about the book’s format: This book comes with two sets of notes. The first contain points of information intended for the general reader. These are marked with an asterisk (*) in the text and appear at the bottom of the page. The second set of notes—marked with numbers—is intended for specialists in the field; these notes consist mostly of references to scholarly articles or books, or are discussions of technical matters not intended for the general reader. They are found at the back of this book. A few further items are of such length that it was decided not to include them in the volume itself (since their inclusion would have added considerably to its cost), but instead to post them on a Web site where interested readers may consult them. These are: (1) an appendix to this volume, “Apologetics and Biblical Criticism Lite”; (2) a bibliography of the books and articles cited in the notes; and (3) an index of the writings of ancient biblical interpreters cited in the book, briefly describing their contents and date of composition. All these may be found on the Web site jameskugel.com. The same Web site contains links to other sites and will, I hope, eventually include questions and reactions from readers as well as some further words from me.
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The Rise of Modern Biblical Scholarship
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Prof. Charles Augustus Briggs, D.D., of New York.


 


This book is about understanding the Bible from two radically different points of view—that of the Bible’s ancient interpreters and that of modern biblical scholars (see above, “Preliminaries”). But how did people go from reading the Bible one way to reading it in the other? This chapter tells that story.


 


On a warm May afternoon in 1893, a man stood on trial for heresy in Washington, D.C. This circumstance might in itself appear surprising. The defendant was being tried by the Presbyterian Church, which had always prided itself on its tradition of intellectualism and an educated clergy. While disagreements about church teachings were not rare in the denomination, going as far as putting a man on trial for his beliefs was certainly an extreme step.1 Such a trial might also appear ill-suited to the end of the nineteenth century, a time of great openness to new ideas. Darwin’s Origin of Species had been published a full three decades earlier, and Einstein’s first writings on the theory of relativity were only twelve years away. America itself was a country of electric-powered machines and newfangled telephones, a rising economic and political center with its own burgeoning literary and intellectual avant-garde. Across the Atlantic, Sigmund Freud was working out his ideas on sexuality and the unconscious; Pablo Picasso was twelve years old, James Joyce was eleven, and D. H. Lawrence was eight. Heresy?


Still more surprising was the man in the dock; Charles Augustus Briggs hardly seemed fitted to the role of heretic. In his youth, he had been an altogether traditional Presbyterian, distinguished only by the fervor of his belief. In his sophomore year at the University of Virginia, he presented himself for formal membership at the First Presbyterian Church of Charlottesville, and thereafter he became a committed evangelical Christian.2 The tone of his faith in those early years is well captured by a letter he wrote to his sister Millie:


 


I trust you feel that you are a sinner. I trust that you know that Christ is your Savior, and I want to entreat you to go to him in prayer. I know by experience that Christ is precious, and that I would not give him up for the world. . . . Do you want to be separated from your brother and sister when they shall be with Jesus? Are you willing to be with the Devil in torment? You can decide the question in a moment.3


 


So great was Briggs’s sense of calling that he soon abandoned plans to go into his father’s highly prosperous business—Alanson Briggs, known as the “barrel king,” owned and operated the largest barrel factory in the United States—in order to devote himself entirely to a life of Christian preaching and teaching.


Briggs proved to be a gifted student of biblical Hebrew and ancient history, and he was soon ordained a Presbyterian minister. After having served as pastor to a small congregation in New Jersey for a time, he accepted a teaching post at one of the mainline seminaries of his day, the Union Theological Seminary in New York, where he lectured on Hebrew grammar and various biblical themes. He became, by all accounts, a highly respected scholar, acclaimed at a relatively young age as already belonging to “the foremost rank among the scholars of his day.”4 Today, a century later, one of Briggs’s books is still in print (a rare feat among academics!), a dictionary of biblical Hebrew that he coauthored with Francis Brown and S. R. Driver in 1906. Indeed, “BDB,” as this dictionary is commonly known (for the initials of its three authors’ last names), is still a required purchase for any graduate student undertaking serious work on the Hebrew Bible.


What, then, was this son of the Establishment, an expert in Hebrew lexicography and biblical theology, doing on trial? It all had to do with a speech he had made two years earlier, on the occasion of his being named to a prestigious new chair at Union Seminary. Briggs’s inaugural address, delivered on the evening of January 20, 1891, went on for well more than an hour. It began innocently enough; as required of all such appointees at Presbyterian seminaries, he opened with a public declaration of his faith in the Bible and the church’s system of governance:


 


I believe the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments to be the Word of God, the only infallible rule of faith and practice; and I do now, in the presence of God and the Directors of this Seminary, solemnly and sincerely receive and adopt the Westminster Confession of Faith [that is, the Presbyterian charter], as containing the system of doctrine taught in the Holy Scriptures. I do also, in like manner, approve of the Presbyterian Form of Government; and I do solemnly promise that I will not teach or inculcate anything which shall appear to me to be subversive of the said system of doctrines, or of the principles of said Form of Government, so long as I shall continue to be a Professor in the Seminary.


 


But as Briggs went on, he touched on some of the more controversial issues facing Presbyterians in his day, particularly those matters having to do with his specialty, the Hebrew Bible. What he had to say—new, disturbing ideas about how the Bible came to be written, and the nature of its authority, as well as its place in the life of the church—shocked some of his listeners. He said that, contrary to what was claimed by many of his coreligionists, the Bible was not verbally inspired—that is, there was no reason to think that each and every word of it came from God. In fact, he said, it was obvious that the Bible contained numerous errors.5 What is more, he stated that it was now quite certain that the supposed authors of various books of the Bible—Moses and David and Solomon and Ezra and the others—did not, in fact, write them; these books were the work of people whose true names would never be known.6 He asserted that the things described as miracles in the Old and New Testaments could not actually have “violate[d] the laws of nature or disturb[ed] its harmonies”—thus they were not, at least in the usual sense, miracles at all. In particular, he suggested, the supposedly miraculous acts of healing recounted in the Old and New Testaments might merely have been the result of “mind cure,1 or hypnotism, or [some] other occult power.”7 Finally, he pointed out that while the Bible’s prophets frequently announced what God was to do in the future, many of their predictions had failed to come true; in fact, he said (a most surprising assertion for a Christian), most of the things predicted in the Old Testament about the coming of a Messiah had “not only never been fulfilled, but cannot now be fulfilled, for the reason that [their] own time has passed forever.”8


What happened to Charles A. Briggs to cause him to say such things? The short answer is: he had become acquainted with modern biblical scholarship. Following his initial calling to the ministry, Briggs began to study the Bible in earnest, first in the United States and later in Germany, which was then the very center of modern biblical science. Once back in the United States, he had continued the line of his teachers’ research with his own; during his years as a professor and scholar, he had published widely on various topics connected with the Hebrew Bible and biblical theology. Many of the things Briggs proclaimed out loud in his inaugural address were thus not altogether new—they had been building up over decades of intensive research and publication.


Still, that hardly made Briggs’s assertions acceptable to everyone in the audience on that evening. Some of his listeners resented the confident, often aggressive tone of his remarks, and they liked even less his apparent endorsement of these new ideas. Despite the orthodox cast of his opening confession of faith, they found that most of his speech was anything but orthodox. Briggs seemed, they felt, out to undermine the Bible’s place as the very heart of Protestant belief and practice.


The evening ended with handshakes and congratulations, but as news of Briggs’s speech spread throughout the Presbyterian Church, his conservative opponents felt called upon to take action. They instituted formal proceedings within the church to have him suspended as a minister and removed from the academic chair to which he had just been appointed. No one who said such things could be considered a proper teacher for future Presbyterian ministers! The ensuing deliberations were long and complicated, moving from one judicial instance to the next. At first Briggs had been hopeful, believing that he could count on support from within the liberal wing of American Presbyterians; but he had underestimated the strength and determination of his opponents. They pressed forward, and it was thus that Charles A. Briggs eventually found himself a defendant at the church’s 1893 General Assembly in Washington, D.C., his future in the hands of the more than five hundred delegates gathered there.


The heresy trial was headline news across the country, closely followed by Americans of all faiths. (Indeed, according to one press report, a clergyman visiting India in 1892 was greeted with the query, “What is the latest phase of the Briggs case?”)9 Charles A. Briggs may have been the immediate defendant in the proceeding, but in a larger sense it was the Bible itself that stood accused. What was it, really? Was it a special book unlike any other, the very word of God? Or was it, as Briggs seemed to suggest, principally (though not exclusively) the product of human industry, indeed, the work of men who lived in a time and place far removed from our own? Are its stories really true? If they are, was not even questioning their accuracy a sacrilege—a heresy, as Briggs’s accusers charged? Or was it perfectly proper for biblical scholars, like all other university-trained researchers, to pursue their theories untrammeled, looking deeply into every aspect of the Bible and letting the chips fall where they may?


As the delegates rose one by one to cast their votes at the General Assembly, many of them must have felt that they were taking a stand on the Bible’s own future. What are we to believe about it from now on? And how had it happened that this basically decent man, a professing Protestant deeply committed to his church, ended up espousing beliefs that so profoundly clashed with traditional faith? The two questions are actually intertwined and a useful point of introduction to this book, since a full answer to both must begin with a look back to the time of the Bible’s own origins, more than three thousand years earlier.


A Tour of the Bible


The Hebrew Bible2 is actually not one book, but an anthology. No one can say for sure how old its oldest parts are; this—like so many of the things discussed by Charles Briggs that night—is a matter of dispute between religious traditionalists and modern, university-style scholars. Almost all would agree that the very oldest parts of the text go back very far, at least to some time in the tenth century BCE3—or considerably earlier. Its latest chapters are a little easier to date; they belong to the early second century BCE. As for the historical circumstances in which its various books were written, and exactly how they came to us, this too is a matter of dispute. According to traditionalists, the first five books of the Bible (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy—these books are collectively known as the Torah or the Pentateuch) were revealed by God to one man, Moses. Modern scholars are skeptical about the unity of the Pentateuch; according to them, as we shall see, these five books are actually the creation of at least four or five different authors from different periods in Israel’s history.


Whichever is the case with regard to the Pentateuch, no one denies that the rest of the Bible comes from different authors—it is, and always has been, a collection of texts, a kind of literary miscellany. In fact, the word “Bible” itself indicates as much: our English term comes from what was originally a Greek plural, ta biblía (“the books”)—this is how the Greek-speaking Jews of Alexandria in ancient times referred to Judaism’s sacred library.


This library contains a range of different kinds of writings. The Pentateuch (Torah) is basically a history of Israel and its ancestors, starting with the very first human beings, Adam and Eve, and leading up to the time when the people of Israel were freed from slavery in Egypt and made their way to the border of the Promised Land. It is thus one long narrative, but interspersed with it are a great many laws. (The Ten Commandments are probably the most famous of these, but they are only one small part of the Pentateuch’s legal codes.) In fact, it is principally these laws that gave the Pentateuch its special character among ancient Jews and, to a certain extent, early Christians as well. They saw in the Pentateuch a great divine guidebook, its laws constituting God’s detailed set of do’s and don’ts for every human life. The Pentateuch was thus read and studied more than other books of the Bible in ancient times. (For this reason, we will devote a good deal of attention to these first five books; they contain many of the best known parts of the Bible and have always occupied a special place in the hearts of its readers.)


The Pentateuch ends with the death of Moses. From there, the historical narrative follows the Israelites and their new leader, Joshua, into the land of Canaan; the conquest of that land is narrated in the book of Joshua. Other books—Judges, Samuel, Kings, Chronicles, and Ezra-Nehemiah—tell the story of Israel’s subsequent history: the rise of Israel’s mighty empire under David, and its subsequent split into two separate kingdoms; the conquest of the northern kingdom by the Assyrians and then of the southern kingdom by the Babylonians; the exile of the Jews to Babylon; and then the return from exile and subsequent reestablishment of their land, Judah,4 under Persian rule.


But historical narrative and laws are only two of the main categories of writing found in the Hebrew Bible. A third category consists of the pronouncements of various prophets—Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Amos, and others. Actually, prophetic speeches are themselves hardly of one sort; they include writings of different literary genres and styles. Sometimes prophets set out to reprove evildoers, and their words are full of biting sarcasm and social critique; at other times they seek to exhort the people to do what is right and warn of the dire consequences should they not. Sometimes the prophets report on their own visions or divine encounters. Words of comfort or coming judgment, reproaches aimed at Israel’s neighbors or Israel’s own officialdom, revelations of the future, glimpses of God’s very being—all these are to be found in the writings of Israel’s prophets.


In addition to these three main groupings is a fourth, fairly distinct group: the writings of Israel’s sages. The word “sage” is intended to designate not so much a wise individual as a member of a certain class within Israel and an adherent to a certain specific outlook or set of views. The compositions of these sages are generally termed “wisdom writings,” and they are to be found in the Hebrew Bible principally in three books, Proverbs, Job, and Ecclesiastes,10 although traces of their influence have been detected elsewhere as well. The fifth and last main group of writings within the Bible consists of various prayers and songs of praise and thanksgiving, most notably those contained in the book of Psalms, but found elsewhere in the Bible as well. And beyond these five main groups are a number of other, minor categories—laments such as those found in the book of Lamentations, the love lyrics of the Song of Songs, the pastoral tale of Ruth, the court narrative of Esther, and yet others.


Within the Biblical Period


These writings had been transmitted from generation to generation, some of them doubtless orally for a time, but then eventually copied by hand onto parchment or papyrus. Even the most skeptical modern scholar would not deny that the oldest parts of the Bible go way back, so the fact that we possess these texts today indicates that well within the biblical period itself, they must have played some role in the life of the people—otherwise, why should anyone have bothered to remember them and keep copying them?5


In fact, scholars can make an educated guess as to who was responsible for the preservation of these texts. Kings, no doubt, kept much of the historical material, not only for the sake of record keeping but, quite probably, for political reasons as well: the public reading of Israel’s history might help maintain national unity and a sense of common identity, or rally people to this or that cause. Ordinary folk must likewise have taken pleasure in retelling by heart the tales of past heroes and significant events in history. Judges and other officials were certainly the guardians and preservers of laws. Priests had their own texts—instructions about performing this or that rite and other things of special concern to them. Some historical texts may also have been in the possession of priests, especially if the texts played a regular role in the celebration of Israel’s religious festivals and other occasions at which priests officiated. The psalms were certainly recited as part of Israel’s religious life, in temples and at other sacred sites; priests and other officials no doubt had charge of them too, though eventually the psalms may have moved to less formal settings, perhaps even to the homes of private individuals. The main concern of sages (some of whom were employees of the court) was mastering the wisdom of the past—they were thus most likely responsible for the survival of wisdom texts.


Not only did these texts survive in such different milieus, but they were no doubt also explained and commented upon there, supplemented now and again to bring them up to date or to make understandable a word or phrase or reference that had passed from common knowledge. In this sense, the Bible—or, rather, the books that were to become the Bible—had probably always been interpreted in some fashion. But there came a moment in history when interpretation of these texts suddenly became a great preoccupation in Israel, and a whole new kind of interpreter first emerged.


The Rise of the Ancient Interpreters


To understand why, at a certain point, the interpretation of these ancient texts became highly significant, it is necessary to mention a singularly important event in Israel’s history: the Babylonian exile. In 586 BCE—long after the time of Israel’s founders, Abraham and his descendants, and long after the time of some of the nation’s greatest figures, Moses and Joshua and King David and King Solomon and all those who followed them—the city of Jerusalem fell into the hands of an invading army from Babylon. This was a cataclysmic event for the Jews: not only were they now a conquered people, but many of them, including the country’s leadership, were forcibly relocated to Babylon (lest they regroup and rebel against the Babylonians). The exiles included, prominently, most of the country’s political and intellectual leaders; for more than half a century they sat as virtual prisoners in a foreign land, powerless to return to Jerusalem.


When salvation came at last, it took the form of a new, upstart empire. The Persians, neighbors of Babylon, gathered their forces and, in surprisingly short order, overcame the Babylonian army. In so doing they took control not only of Babylon itself, but of its foreign holdings as well—including Jerusalem. Shortly thereafter, in 538 BCE, the Persian emperor Cyrus issued a decree allowing the Jews to return to their homeland. Many did so, and Jewish life started up again in its old setting.


But the period of exile had had a lasting effect on the people. To begin with, as with any such upheaval, the Babylonian episode had reshuffled the political deck. The returning exiles were not of one mind as to what should happen next: Who was to rule Judah—some member of the former royal family, or the priests who had controlled the (now-destroyed) temple, or yet some other group? And should the returnees—as the Persians expected—settle meekly into being a minor province in the Persian Empire, under the control of a distant regime? Or should they wait for the opportunity to gain a measure of political autonomy, even independence?


What is interesting is the role that Israel’s ancient texts played in the debate over such questions. Perhaps it was the very fact of returning that brought people to evoke the past in trying to determine what to do in the future.11 After all, some of the Jewish exiles had decided that returning to Zion was not for them; they stayed in Babylon. Those who made the long journey back to Judah were thus a self-selected group, eager, in one sense or another, to go back to what had been before—not just to the land itself, but to everything that living on that land had come to represent in their minds. In other words, returning to their homeland was, by the very nature of things, an attempt to resurrect the past. But what exactly was that past—how had things been arranged before? You could not pick up an old boulder and ask it about life before the exile; you could not interrogate the trees. It was Israel’s own library of ancient texts that seemed to hold the answers to such questions—records of centuries of historical events as well as the weighty pronouncements of ancient prophets and sages. So different groups, even as they argued with one another as to the proper course to follow, used these ancient writings to bolster their positions.


We know this in particular from one biblical book that was composed at that time, the book of Chronicles. Essentially, Chronicles is a book about the glorious past—it retells in its own words many of the events recounted elsewhere in the Bible, especially in the books of Samuel and Kings. But in so doing, the author of Chronicles deliberately introduced changes in his sources, so that modern scholars have been able to find a whole political program hidden in his rewriting.12 This author was, for example, in favor of a future union with Judah’s neighbors to the north, and he dreamt of a time when the yoke of fealty to the Persians might be thrown off. He was also a firm supporter of the Davidic monarchy and looked forward to the day of its restoration to the throne. He also had his own ideas about theology and about the role of priests and others in the future state. Yet none of this was put forward as a political program as such; instead, he proposed what he proposed through a fictional retelling of things that happened long ago. The past, in other words, was to determine what would be in the future, and saying what had been was thus potentially an act of great political significance.13


For this same reason, the interpreters of Scripture became increasingly important figures in Israel after the Babylonian exile. Since ancient texts were being looked to for guidance about the future, part of the interpreter’s job became specifically to trace a dotted line between past and present and say precisely what was to be concluded for us from this or that ancient text. It was not just Israel’s historical books that were so scrutinized, but the entire library. Do the words of this ancient prophet or that ancient sage have any implications for our present situation?


It is difficult to overstate the importance of this change. From now on, the books in Israel’s sacred library would have a new role: these books may have been written long ago, but they were not just about things that happened in the past. Carefully analyzed, the words of these ancient texts might reveal a message about how people ought to arrange their affairs now and in the future.


The Ancient Interpreters at Work


Who were the interpreters of these ancient writings?14 For the most part, their names are unknown. From their writings and from their whole approach to interpreting Scripture, it would appear that most of them were teachers or professional sages of sorts;15 some were probably independently wealthy men (and, possibly, women) who had the leisure to pursue their subject.16 Indeed, we know that a few, like the second-century BCE sage Ben Sira, belonged to the ruling class and were close to the political leadership (Sir. 39:4; 50:1–24); such figures no doubt strengthened the connection between reading Scripture and determining how community affairs were to be run in their own day. Their ideas about how Scripture is to be interpreted have survived in a number of texts belonging to the end of the biblical period—texts like the Dead Sea Scrolls6 and the biblical apocrypha and pseudepigrapha7—as well as in somewhat later writings such as those of early Christians and the founders of rabbinic Judaism.


The manner in which ancient interpreters read and explained Scripture is at first likely to strike modern readers as a bit strange. They did not go about the job of interpreting the way we do nowadays. Take, for example, the famous biblical story of how God ordered Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac on an altar:


 


And it came to pass, after these things, that God tested Abraham. He said to him, “Abraham!” and he answered, “Here I am.” He said, “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah. Then sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains that I will show you.” So Abraham got up early in the morning and saddled his donkey. He took two of his servants with him, along with his son Isaac; he cut the wood for the burnt offering and then set out for the place that God had told him about. On the third day, Abraham looked up and saw the place from afar. Abraham told his servants, “You stay here with the donkey while the boy and I go up there, so that we can worship and then come back to you.”


Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering and put it on his son Isaac; then he took the fire and the knife, and the two of them walked together. But Isaac said to his father Abraham, “Father?” and he said, “Here I am, my son.” And he said, “Here is the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?” Abraham said, “God Himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son.” And the two of them walked together.


When they came to the place that God had told him about, Abraham built an altar and arranged the wood on it. He then tied up his son Isaac and put him on the altar on top of the wood. Abraham picked up the knife to kill his son. But an angel of the LORD called to him from heaven, and said, “Abraham, Abraham!” And he said, “Here I am.” He said, “Do not harm the boy or do anything to him. For now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me.” And Abraham looked up and saw a ram caught in a thicket by its horns. Abraham went and took the ram and sacrificed it as a burnt offering instead of his son.


Gen. 22:1–13


 


The story itself is quite disturbing to modern readers—as it was to ancient readers. How could God, even as a test, order someone to kill his own son? And why would God ever need to test Abraham in this way? After all, God is supposed to know everything: presumably, He knew how the test would come out before it took place, and He certainly already knew that Abraham was one who “feared God,” as the angel says after the test is over. Equally disturbing is the way Abraham deceives his son Isaac. He does not tell him what God has told him to do; Isaac is kept in the dark until the last minute. In fact, when Isaac asks the obvious question—I see all the accoutrements for the sacrifice, but where is the animal we’re going to sacrifice?—Abraham gives him an evasive answer: “God Himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son.” This actually turns out to be true; God does provide a sacrificial animal—but Abraham had no way of knowing it at the time.


Modern readers generally take these things at face value and then either wrestle with their implications or else just shrug their shoulders: “Well, I guess that’s just the way things were back then.” But ancient interpreters instead set out to give the text the most favorable reading they could and, in some cases, to try to get it to say what they thought it really meant to say, or at least ought to say. They did this by combining an extremely meticulous examination of its words with an interpretive freedom that sometimes bordered on the wildly inventive.


Thus, in the case at hand, they noticed that the first sentence began, “And it came to pass, after these things.” Such phrases are often used in the Bible to mark a transition; they generally signal a break, “The previous story is over and now we are going on to something new.” But the word “things” in Hebrew also means “words.” So the transitional phrase here could equally well be understood as asserting that some words had been spoken, and that “it came to pass, after these words, that God tested Abraham.” What words? The Bible did not say, but if some words had indeed been spoken, then interpreters felt free to try to figure out what the words in question might have been.


At this point, some ancient interpreter—we have no idea who—thought of another part of the Bible quite unrelated to Abraham, the book of Job. That book begins by reporting that Satan once challenged God to test His servant Job. Since the story of Abraham and Isaac is also a divine test, interpreters theorized that the words mentioned in the opening sentence of our passage might have been, as in the book of Job, a challenge spoken by Satan to God: “Put Abraham to the test and see whether he is indeed obedient enough even to sacrifice his own son.” If one reads the opening sentence with this in mind, “And it came to pass, after these words, that God tested Abraham,” then the problem of why God should have tested Abraham disappears. Of course God knew that Abraham would pass the test—but if He nevertheless went on to test Abraham, it was because some words had been spoken by Satan challenging God to prove Abraham’s worthiness.


As for Abraham hiding his intentions from Isaac—well, again it all depends how you read the text. Ancient interpreters noticed that the passage contains a slight repetition:


 


Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering and put it on his son Isaac; then he took the fire and the knife, and the two of them walked together. But Isaac said to his father Abraham, “Father?” and he said, “Here I am, my son.” And he said, “Here is the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?” Abraham said, “God Himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son.” And the two of them walked together.


 


Repetition is not necessarily a bad thing, but ancient interpreters generally felt that the Bible would not repeat itself without purpose. Between the two occurrences of “and the two of them walked together” is the brief exchange in which Abraham apparently hides his true intentions from Isaac. But Abraham’s words were, at least potentially, ambiguous. Since biblical Hebrew was originally written without punctuation marks or even capital letters marking the beginnings of sentences, Abraham’s answer to Isaac could actually be read as two sentences: “God Himself will provide. The lamb for the burnt offering [is]8 my son.” Read in this way, Abraham’s answer to Isaac was not an evasion but the brutal truth: you’re the sacrifice. If, following that, the text adds, “And the two of them walked together,” this would not be a needless repetition at all: Abraham told Isaac that he was to be the sacrifice and Isaac agreed; then the two of them “walked together” in the sense that they were now of one mind to carry out God’s fearsome command.


By interpreting the story in this fashion, ancient interpreters solved two of the major problems raised by this account, God’s apparent ignorance of how the test would turn out and Abraham’s apparent callousness and evasiveness vis-à-vis Isaac. But did these interpreters actually believe their own interpretations? Didn’t they know they were playing fast and loose with the text’s real meaning?


This is always a difficult question. I personally believe that, at least at first, ancient interpreters were sometimes quite well aware that they were distorting the straightforward meaning of the text. But with time, that awareness began to dim. Biblical interpretation soon became an institution in ancient Israel; one generation’s interpretations were passed on to the next generation, and eventually they acquired the authority that time and tradition always grant. Midrash, as this body of interpretation came to be called,9 simply became what the text had always been intended to communicate. Along with the interpretations themselves, the interpreters’ very modus operandi acquired its own authority: this was how the Bible was to be interpreted, period. Moreover, since the midrashic method of searching the text carefully for hidden implications seemed to solve so many problems in the Bible that otherwise had no solution, this indicated that the interpreters were going about things correctly. As time went on, new interpretations were created on the model of older ones, until soon every chapter of the Bible came accompanied by a host of clever explanations that accounted for any perceived difficulty in its words.


The Four Assumptions


Readers always approach texts with certain assumptions, and the assumptions change depending on what they are reading; not every text is thought to mean in the same way. Thus, when we read a poem in which the poet says to his beloved, “I faint! I die!” we know he’s not really dying; likewise, when he says he’s wallowing in love in the same way that a cooked fish is wallowed in galantine sauce, well . . . we know this isn’t really intended as an exact description of his emotional state. And it is not just poems. Novels and short stories, form letters and radio commercials and last wills and testaments—all sorts of different compositions come with their own conventions, and we as readers are aware of those conventions and interpret the texts accordingly. We expect to be amused by a stand-up comedian’s recitation of his woes, and so we laugh in all the right places; yet if a somewhat similar monologue is spoken by a patient at his group therapy session, people will probably not laugh, in part because they bring an entirely different set of expectations to his “text.” (Also, they don’t want to hurt his feelings.)


It is a striking fact that all ancient interpreters seem to have shared very much the same set of expectations about the biblical text. No one ever sat down and formulated these assumptions for them—they were simply assumed, just like our present-day assumptions about how we are to understand texts uttered by poets and group-therapy patients. However, looking over the vast body of ancient interpretations of different parts of the Bible, we can gain a rather clear picture of what their authors were assuming about the biblical text—and what emerges is that, despite the geographic and cultural distance separating some of these interpreters from others, they all seem to have assumed the same four basic things about how the Bible was to be read:


 


1. They assumed that the Bible was a fundamentally cryptic text: that is, when it said A, often it might really mean B. Thus, when it said, “And it came to pass after these things,” even though that might look like the familiar transitional phrase, what it might really mean was “after these words.” Indeed, this text, they felt, was so cryptic that it did not even say what the words were—it had left it to the interpreters themselves to remember the book of Job and so figure out the rest. Similarly, when the Bible repeated “and the two of them walked together,” the second occurrence of this phrase had a hidden meaning: Abraham and Isaac had agreed and now proceeded as if of one mind.


2. Interpreters also assumed that the Bible was a book of lessons directed to readers in their own day. It may seem to talk about the past, but it is not fundamentally history. It is instruction, telling us what to do: be obedient to God just as Abraham was and you will be rewarded, just as he was. Ancient interpreters assumed this not only about narratives like the Abraham story but about every part of the Bible. For example, Isaiah’s prophecies about the Assyrian crisis contained, interpreters believed, a message for people in their own time (five or six centuries later). Likewise, when the book of Nahum had referred metaphorically to a “raging lion,” the text was not talking about some enemy in Nahum’s own day, but about Demetrius III, who was the king of Syria six hundred years later, in the time of the ancient interpreters.17 Similarly, the Bible’s laws were understood as being intended for people to obey in the interpreters’ own time, even though they had been promulgated in a very different society many centuries earlier.


3. Interpreters also assumed that the Bible contained no contradictions or mistakes. It is perfectly harmonious, despite its being an anthology; in fact, they also believed that everything that the Bible says ought to be in accord with the interpreters’ own religious beliefs and practices (since they believed these to have been ordained by God). Thus, if the Bible seemed to imply that God was not all-knowing or that Abraham had been callous and deceitful with his son, interpreters would not say that this story reflected beliefs about God or basic morality that had changed since ancient times. Instead, they stoutly insisted that there must be some way of understanding the Bible’s words so as to remove any such implications: that cannot be what the Bible really intended! And of course the Bible ought not to contradict itself or even seem to repeat itself needlessly, so that if it said “and the two of them walked together” twice, the second occurrence cannot be merely repetitive; it must mean something different from the first. In short, the Bible, they felt, is an utterly consistent, seamless, perfect book.


4. Lastly,10 they believed that the entire Bible is essentially a divinely given text, a book in which God speaks directly or through His prophets. There could be little doubt about those parts of the Bible that openly identify the speaker as God: “And the LORD spoke to Moses, saying . . .” “Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel . . .” But interpreters believed that this was also true of the story of Abraham and the other stories in Genesis, even though the text itself never actually said there that God was the author of these stories. And it was held to be true of the rest of the Bible too—even of the book of Psalms, although the psalms themselves are prayers and songs addressed to God and thus ought logically not to have come from God. Nevertheless, most interpreters held the psalms to be in some sense of divine origin, written under divine inspiration or guidance or even directly dictated to David, their traditional author.18


 


How these assumptions came into existence is hard to say for sure, and in any case that question need not detain us here;19 the fact is, they did come into existence, even before Israel’s ancient library of sacred texts began to be called the Bible, in fact, even before its precise table of contents had been determined.


What are modern readers to make of these assumptions? Many readers will balk at the ancient interpretation of the Abraham and Isaac story given above, indeed, at many of the interpretations mentioned in this book. But it is simply in the nature of assumptions in general that they are assumed, not consciously adopted. Once biblical interpretation had started along the path of these Four Assumptions, it developed a logic, and a momentum, of its own. This was simply how the Bible was to be understood. The power and persuasiveness of these assumptions may be clearer if one considers that, to a remarkable degree, they continue to color the way people read the Bible right down to the present day (even if nowadays they may lead to somewhat different conclusions from those advanced by the ancient interpreters). Thus, many modern-day Jews and Christians continue to look to the Bible as a guidebook for daily life (Assumption 2); they do not read it as if it were just a relic from the ancient past. In fact, a significant number of contemporary Jews and Christians seek to act on a daily basis in accordance with the Bible’s specific exhortations and laws, and many view the Bible’s prophecies as being fulfilled in the events of today’s world (another aspect of Assumption 2). Without quite saying so, quite a few readers also generally assume that the Bible has some sort of coherent message to communicate and that it does not contradict itself or contain mistakes (Assumption 3). Many also believe that the Bible’s meaning is not always obvious (Assumption 1)—it even seems deliberately cryptic sometimes, they say. And the idea of divine inspiration, in fact, the conception of the Bible as a whole as the word of God (Assumption 4), is an article of faith in a great many denominations.


Thus, whatever one thinks of the Four Assumptions, there is no denying their staying power. What is more, some of the interpretations they gave rise to have demonstrated a comparable durability: to a degree not generally recognized, these interpretations are still with us and have actually succeeded in changing the meaning of quite a few biblical stories. As will be seen presently, the story of Adam and Eve only became “the Fall of Man” thanks to these ancient interpretive assumptions; the book of Genesis says nothing of the kind. The same is true of many other things that people have always believed the Bible says—that Abraham was the one who discovered that there is only one God, that David was a pious king who wrote the book of Psalms, or that the Song of Solomon speaks of God’s love for His people. The Bible says these things only if it is read in accordance with the Four Assumptions. That is why, even today, trampling on these assumptions can get people’s hackles up—Charles A. Briggs was neither the first nor the last modern scholar to learn that lesson.


Early Christian Interpreters


Jewish biblical interpretation has its own long and fascinating history. Starting from the Four Assumptions, it grew into the great body of rabbinic midrash in the early centuries of the common era, then developed further in the Middle Ages, branching off into philosophical, mystical, and other schools of interpreting Scripture. In another context it would be interesting to trace this evolution in some detail. But here our focus is on the rise of modern biblical scholarship. While Jews eventually came to play a role in that scholarship, it was at first mostly a Christian affair.


In its early stages, Christian biblical interpretation was not very different from Jewish interpretation. Since most of the first Christians were Jews, they not only read and studied the Bible in Hebrew but quite naturally adopted the interpretations and interpretive methods that Jews had been using for some time. About Abraham and Isaac, for example, Christians likewise maintained that God knew the outcome of the test before it began and that Isaac was well aware that he was to be the sacrificial victim. But gradually, Christianity acquired its own style of interpretation; building on elements in the Jewish approach to Scripture, its way of reading nonetheless became distinct.


One interpretive tactic that came to characterize Christian interpretation—reading the Bible allegorically—had originated with the Jews of Alexandria. Alexandria is a city on the Mediterranean coastline of Egypt, named after Alexander the Great, whose armies conquered Egypt (and the rest of the ancient Near East) in the late fourth century BCE. This is no insignificant detail: Alexandria became a magnificent Greek-style city, with Greek governmental institutions, Greek schools and theaters and gymnasia, and Greek as its official language. The Jews of Alexandria also came to be Hellenized; soon, they were thoroughly Greek in their education and outlook. Thus, when they read the books of the Bible, it was in Greek translation; most likely, many of them knew not a word of Hebrew. In seeking to interpret the Bible, they also went about things in a thoroughly Greek way. They allegorized it.


Allegorizing is the technique by which concrete details in a text—people, events, places in which things occur—are explained as representing abstract entities, ideas, or virtues or vices or philosophical doctrines. The practice of allegorizing seems to stem from the central part that the poetry of Homer came to play in Greek education: for Greeks, Homer was the text and constituted the average person’s road to literacy and high culture. But as time went on, using the Iliad or the Odyssey as a primer for young minds came to be problematic: scenes of seduction or moral turpitude were especially troubling. Moreover, it bothered teachers that these central Greek writings did not contain any evidence of the things that later Greek civilization had come to believe essential—well-known teachings and philosophical doctrines and so forth. They therefore frequently resorted to “finding” such things in Homer even when they were not there, while at the same time eliminating parts that seemed objectionable by the same, allegorizing method: this concrete X or Y actually represents that abstract A or B.


Such an approach was of course tempting for Jews as well; their basic text, the Torah and other books of the Bible, presented a similar range of problems—not only biblical figures who seemed sometimes to act contrary to accepted norms, but laws that were no longer understood or seemed irrelevant in later times, as well as prophecies about nations that had long ago ceased to exist. Allegorizing offered a way of making such things seem relevant and up-to-date, indeed, true and noble and good.


This method of reading was followed—indeed, pursued at great length and with great panache—by the Jewish biblical commentator Philo of Alexandria (ca. 30 BCE–ca. 55 CE). A number of examples of Philo’s allegorical way of reading the Bible will appear in the following chapters, but the essence of his approach can be summarized in just one example, the opening sentence of Philo’s commentary on the story of Abraham’s departure from his home town of Ur:


 


The departure from home as depicted by the literal text of Scripture was made by a certain wise man [Abraham]; but according to the rules of allegory, [it is made] by the soul [of anyone] fond of virtue who is searching for the true God.


 


Here, Philo admits that the biblical story in Genesis is literally talking about an event from the past, the time when “a certain wise man,” Abraham, left his home in Ur. But taken allegorically, the text is really not talking about Abraham at all, but about the human soul. Any soul in search of God, Philo goes on to say, must, like Abraham, leave its “home,” the world of trusting only in the senses of sight, hearing, and so forth; such a soul must migrate to another “city,” that is, to another way of perceiving. So, while the Bible literally means what it says about Abraham and other figures, it also has a deeper meaning, an “under-meaning” (huponoia), as Philo sometimes calls it, and it is this allegorical sense that is truly significant nowadays.


This same allegorical way of reading was picked up by early Christians. For example, Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150–ca. 215 CE), a careful reader of Philo, at one point comments on an agricultural law of the Bible that stipulates that the fruit of a newly planted tree is not to be eaten for the first three years (Lev. 19:23):


 


This image of husbandry may [also] be taken as a kind of instruction, teaching that we ought to eradicate [destructive] sins and the barren weeds of the mind, which spring up alongside the productive fruit, until the shoot of faith has matured and grown strong.


Stromateis 2.96.1


 


In other words, the newly planted fruit mentioned by the Bible really represents religious faith, which requires special nurturing in its first years, until it has become sufficiently strong for its owner to enjoy its fruits.20


Allegorical interpretations such as this one suited Christians not only because they helped make the Bible relevant (Christians eventually cared little about the Bible’s agricultural laws, but a great deal about nurturing religious faith), but because allegorizing turned everything in the Bible that was particular and historical into something more general and immediately applicable. If you were a Greek-speaking convert to Christianity, even the name “Abraham” was foreign-sounding and hard to pronounce, and what this ancestor of the Jews did or did not do had no obvious connection to you and your life. But if Abraham represented any soul in search of God, then the passage was, in this sense, about you. On a more practical level, there also existed a great body of such allegorical interpretations that had been written in your own language, Greek, by an authoritative Jewish interpreter, Philo of Alexandria.21 For both reasons, Philo’s works were studied carefully by early Christians and his allegorical methods were adopted in the early church.


Connecting to the New Testament


Christianity differed from Judaism, of course, principally in its belief in Jesus and the events described in the gospels of the New Testament. From the very beginning, Christians had argued that these events had in fact been predicted by the Bible itself, in the prophecies of Isaiah and the psalms of David. (This, it will be recognized, was an application of the second of the Four Assumptions, that the Bible is not merely about the past but is directed to readers in their own day.) Indeed, early Christians saw great importance in the uncovering of any hidden references to the life of Jesus in Old Testament texts; for them, such references were nothing less than proof of the veracity of their faith.


But soon, this search for biblical predictions spread from overt prophecy to biblical narratives and songs and even laws. These too, Christians felt, sometimes seemed to refer to events of the New Testament. For example, the same story of Abraham and Isaac soon came to be read as a cryptic foreshadowing, a divine prediction of the crucifixion hidden in ancient Scripture. After all, if Jesus was the son of God, then God must have known that His beloved son would be killed and yet did not intervene to spare him, just as Abraham had accepted that his son be killed and did not withhold him. In fact, some early Christians viewed the crucifixion not merely as an act of killing, but as a sacrifice of the “Lamb of God” to expiate sin once and for all. If so, God’s order to offer up Isaac as a sacrifice thus seemed to suggest a closer parallel. Moreover, Isaac, as he proceeded to the designated place, carried the wood for the sacrifice (Gen. 22:6), just as Jesus was reported to have carried his own cross (John 19:17). Even the ram that Abraham eventually sacrificed in place of Isaac reminded interpreters of the crucifixion: Abraham had been able to sacrifice the ram because it was “caught in a [thorny] thicket by its horns” (Gen. 22:12), whereas Jesus had been mocked with a crown of thorns before he died. The early Christian interpreter Augustine of Hippo (354–430) summed up these connections. (He begins, however, by asserting—just as earlier Jewish interpreters had—that God had gone along with Abraham’s test only to demonstrate to others that he was faithful.)


 


Abraham was tested with the offering of his beloved son Isaac in order to prove his faithful obedience and so make it known to the world, not to God. . . . Comparing [Jesus to Isaac,] the apostle [Paul] says that [God] “did not withhold His own son . . .” [Rom. 8:32; the same word “withhold” is used by the angel in Gen. 22:12]. . . . For the same reason, Isaac himself carried to the place of the sacrifice the wood on which he was to be offered up, just as the Lord himself carried his own cross. Finally, since Isaac was not killed—for his father had been forbidden to kill him—who was that ram that was offered instead, by whose foreshadowing blood the sacrifice was accomplished? For when Abraham had caught sight of him, he was caught by the horns in a thicket. Who then did he represent but Jesus, who, before he was offered up, had been crowned with thorns?


City of God 16:32


 


This way of reading Old Testament texts is usually described as typological, since it sees the people and events of the Old Testament as foreshadowings, or “types,” of people or events in the New Testament. Eventually, almost anyone or anything became a potential foreshadowing: Adam, Abel, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, Joshua, and other figures from the Hebrew Bible were all thought in one way or another to represent Jesus, and numerous incidents besides the offering of Isaac were thought to prefigure the crucifixion. It was not just the New Testament per se that the Old Testament foreshadowed, but later Christian teachings and practices as well. For example, the idea of the Trinity (never actually presented as God’s very nature in the New Testament, but adopted as Christian doctrine later on) was found to be foreshadowed in the “three men” who appear to Abraham in Gen. 18:2, or in the threefold repetition of the word “holy” in Isa. 6:3.


The typological and allegorical ways of reading Scripture obviously differ in their orientation. One might describe allegorizing as “vertical,” moving up from the concrete to the abstract or from the physical to the spiritual, while the typological reading is “horizontal,” moving from earlier things to later ones. But both approaches see the details of the Bible as representative of something else, and both fundamentally embody the same Four Assumptions of earlier interpreters: the Bible is cryptic, relevant, perfect, and divinely granted. Also shared with earlier interpreters was the overall idea that this way of reading was superior to taking the text at face value. The allegorical and typological approaches soon gained great prestige.22 Together they came to be known as the “spiritual sense” of Scripture, as opposed to its mere “literal sense.”


The Letter and the Spirit


The first-century apostle Paul had unwittingly given an extra boost to the prestige of this spiritual sense. As one of Christianity’s earliest and most diligent exponents, he had visited and corresponded with different Christian communities along the eastern Mediterranean; his letters became an important part of the New Testament. In these letters, he sometimes highlighted what he saw as the basic difference between the two faiths, the Judaism in which he had been raised and the new faith of Christianity. These were, he said, based on two different ways of relating to God, two covenants: the former was a covenant based on keeping the laws of the Torah, the latter on divine grace. Here is how he put things succinctly in his second letter to the Corinthians: “God . . . has made us competent to be ministers of a new covenant, not of the letter but of the spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life” (3:6). By “letter” Paul meant the laws that were written down in the Torah (in his Greek, gramma could mean both an individual letter of the alphabet and a whole written document, even a book). While following that written text was essential in the religion in which Paul had been raised, the new covenant of Christianity required only faith in God and His grace. Thus, this new covenant of Christianity was one “not of the letter but of the spirit.”


But soon enough, Paul’s words came to be misunderstood. They were taken to describe not two different ways of relating to God, two covenants, but two different ways of reading Scripture. Reading Scripture “according to the letter” meant taking it literally, in its plain sense. Since Paul had connected the “letter” with the old covenant of Judaism, Christians now began to associate Jews with reading literally. (In fact, however, the whole brief history we have been tracing says exactly the opposite. Midrash is anything but literal—it is often wildly imaginative.) Christianity, on the other hand, was understood as the religion of non-literalism—to find the spiritual sense, you had to look for some hidden allegorical or typological meaning, and preferring this spiritual meaning to the literal one now seemed to have Paul’s official seal of approval. Such ideas were made explicit by the early Christian scholar Origen (ca. 185–254), who was a champion of allegorical interpretation; he passed on these ideas to later Christianity.


From the time of Origen on, this manifold spiritual sense was what commentators and interpreters pursued. Origen himself was eventually judged to have gone too far—much of his biblical interpretation was condemned and banned; some works were destroyed in their original Greek version and have only survived thanks to their Latin translations. But the allegorical and typological approaches championed by Origen and many others were too deeply embedded in the fabric of Christianity to be challenged—Christian interpreters like Augustine guaranteed that the pursuit of the multilayered “spiritual meaning” would continue for centuries afterward. Even with the Protestant Reformation, when so many of the earlier ideas of the Catholic Church (including ideas about interpretation) were challenged by the Reformers, the idea of the text’s spiritual sense survived in the writings of the Reformation’s early leaders; it played an important part, for example, in shaping the thought of Martin Luther about Scripture.23


Soon enough, Christians set out to systematize the spiritual sense of Scripture and broaden its implications. The allegorical and typological ways of reading both sought out hidden meanings, but they were different from each other. And even allegory was not just one way of reading—there were different possibilities for carrying out the abstract-for-concrete method: Abraham could represent the human soul, but he also could represent something on a different level of abstraction—a virtue, for example, or an approach to learning. Eventually, Christian thinkers sought to develop clearer definitions for the various spiritual senses of Scripture while at the same time exploring further the idea that any individual verse might have simultaneous, different senses. Soon enough, there emerged the notion of fourfold interpretation: every verse of the Hebrew Bible might actually have four different meanings simultaneously. These four senses were immortalized in a thirteenth-century Latin ditty:


 


                Littera gesta docet,


                Quid credas allegoria,


                Moralis quid agas,


                Quo tendas anagogia.


 


(The literal sense teaches the facts [or “deeds”]; the allegorical, what you should believe; the moral sense, what you should do; and the anagogical, where you are headed.)24


The standard example of the application of this fourfold reading of Scripture is that of the city of Jerusalem as it might appear in a biblical verse. According to the literal (or historical) sense, Jerusalem refers to an actual city, a place where the Jews dwelt in biblical times. According to the allegorical sense, however, Jerusalem refers to the church, so that when a biblical verse talks about “dwelling in Jerusalem,” it might really mean “abiding in the Church.”11 Reading Scripture in this allegorical way teaches especially about the message of Christian doctrine; hence, it concerns what the Latin poem refers to as “what you should believe.” The moral sense (sometimes also called the tropological sense) focuses more on the life of the individual soul—so that, in the moral reading, Jerusalem itself might be taken to represent a person’s soul and therefore teach “what you [as an individual] should do.” The anagogical, or eschatological, sense teaches about what is to be in the end-time—hence, Jerusalem here might represent the heavenly city of God that will be revealed in the fullness of time.


Modern readers might, at this point, be rolling their eyes: every verse means four different things? Not really. Even in medieval Europe, this fourfold approach was only a sometimes thing: it was hard to find many verses for which all four senses worked. But there were a few good examples. Psalm 114 begins, “When Israel went out from Egypt, the house of Jacob from a people of strange language . . .” One great champion of the fourfold reading, the Italian poet Dante Alighieri,25 explained this verse’s meaning as follows:


 


Now if we look at the letter alone, what is signified to us is the departure of the sons of Israel from Egypt during the time of Moses; if at the allegory, what is signified to us is our redemption through Christ; if at the moral sense, what is signified to us is the conversion of the soul from the sorrow and misery of sin to the state of grace; if at the anagogical, what is signified to us is the departure of the sanctified soul from enslavement to the corruption of this world into the freedom of eternal glory. And although these mystical senses are called by various names, they may all be called allegorical, since they are all different from the literal or historical.


Letter to Can Grande26


 


Even if there were not many such verses, the very idea that Scripture had layers and layers of significance entered the popular imagination. In medieval Europe, the Bible became a vast, mysterious, and infinitely complicated world. The front and the back of this book were held together by hidden correspondences between Old and New; the most fundamental doctrines were nestled inside apparently innocent narratives, indeed, inside a single sentence made up of words that seemed to be talking about one thing but were authoritatively interpreted to be talking about something else entirely.


To enter the world of Scripture’s mysteries was thus a matter for trained professionals; only a priest or a monk schooled in the ways of fourfold interpretation, and especially in the interpretations of his predecessors, could say for sure what this or that verse meant. It would never occur to ordinary people to try their hand at interpretation—to begin with, they did not own their own Bibles, and they could not read. No, the Bible was something that ordinary people experienced in other ways. It was read aloud in public, preached about at church or in open markets; its stories were illustrated on stained glass windows and mosaic floors and the carved capitals of columns; it was recounted in poems, sung in hymns, and retold in passion plays—in these ways the Bible was everywhere, and no one escaped its influence. But its interpretation was not up for discussion; that had been decided a long time ago.


There was a word in medieval Latin for what drove this attitude toward Scripture: auctoritas. This is our word “authority,” but it had a special resonance in Latin. It was what the auctores—meaning both the “authors” and the “authorities”—had established long ago. Their wisdom—set down in the writings of the Church Fathers and later Christian teachers—could never be challenged, nor would anyone ever want to. (In fact, when, as sometimes happened, a later scholar had a new idea, he would usually seek to connect it to something that had been written by an earlier, authoritative figure—“This is what Augustine really meant when he said X or Y.”) Auctoritas was all-powerful and unquestioned: the Bible meant what the authorities had always said it meant.


The Beginnings of Change


Here we must fast-forward through a host of interesting developments in medieval times27 in order to arrive at the heady days of the Italian Renaissance and, more precisely, at the end of the fifteenth century. Even today, no one is quite sure why the Renaissance succeeded in overturning so many of the cherished ideas and sensibilities of the Middle Ages in such short order, but it did28—including medieval biblical interpretation. Suddenly, auctoritas began to look very rickety indeed. People now started to have their doubts about the long-entrenched idea of the fourfold meaning of Scripture. Was the Old Testament really a web of foreshadowings of the New? Were its stories really to be understood as allegorical representations of the inner life of the soul? What if Abraham was just Abraham, an actual person who lived long, long ago and was written about in the Bible? Why should he represent or correspond to anything other than himself?


One contributory factor in the breakdown of auctoritas was the rapidly spreading knowledge of the Hebrew language among Christians. Until the late Renaissance, an astonishingly small number of Christian scholars had any notion of this tongue (although they could easily have learned it from the Jews in their towns). Starting at this time, however, Christians began to learn biblical Hebrew (as well as Greek), soon aided by the availability of little primers on the language’s grammar and vocabulary, written in Latin and printed on the recently invented printing press.29 Throughout the Middle Ages, the great authority on Hebrew in the Christian world had been the fourth-century scholar Jerome, translator of the Hebrew Bible into Latin. His writings about the Hebrew language in general as well as about specific words were repeated unquestioningly. Now, at first tentatively and later with greater assurance, Christian scholars began to question his authority, until some finally dared utter the words, “Jerome was wrong.”30 Soon, everything was up for grabs. Careful scholars ought, of course, to consult the writings of their predecessors, but people no longer assumed that the proper understanding of the Bible lay in the translations and commentaries of the past. Now they could read the Bible’s words for themselves and draw their own conclusions.


At this point, the scholarly reexamination of the Bible met up with another movement, the nascent Protestant Reformation. Well before the early 1500s, individual Christians had been expressing dissatisfaction with the ways of the church, and their dissatisfaction focused on a broad variety of issues. One of the things that bothered them was what they saw as corruption within its ranks—priests’ sale of indulgences to their parishioners, for example, or the role of money in obtaining high office within the church hierarchy (called “simony”). Along with these, some Christians objected to the church’s vast holdings of land and its evident concern for furthering its own wealth and political power (accompanied by a lack of concern for the poor): to many, the bishops and cardinals seemed more the servants of Mammon than of God.


In addition to these dissatisfactions, however, were others of a more theoretical and intellectual nature. The very idea of papal authority seemed illogical to some; how could a reasonable person accept a priori that the rulings of the altogether human leader of the church would always be correct? And why should a human institution like the church, even if its existence was divinely authorized, play such a crucial role as intermediary between God and the individual Christian? Lastly—but probably not last in importance—what about the Bible? Should the church have the unchallenged authority to say what the Bible means, especially when that meaning seemed to be derived not from the Bible’s own words as much as from old doctrines and questionable methods of interpretation?


These trends advanced together. John Wyclif (1328–89), sometimes called the “first Protestant,” not only attacked the church but took it upon himself to translate the Bible from Latin to English so that it might be available even to those without an education, to hear and consider on their own. Wyclif’s ideas influenced other would-be reformers, including Jan Hus in Bohemia (ca. 1369–1415), who was excommunicated in 1412 for his public proclamations; three years later he was executed. Despite such stern measures, discontent with the church, and the new climate of intellectual inquiry that helped to fuel it, were unstoppable. In the fifteenth century, numerous scholars—some, like Erasmus, still well known today, many others now forgotten31—fed the move to reform with their researches into Scripture.


By Scripture Alone


In theory, the church was not the only potential authority in matters religious; there was also the Bible itself, the very word of God. It did not take the would-be Reformers long to understand that the Bible could become an important tool in opposing the power of the church. Wyclif, for example, had sought to promote the radical notion that the Bible should be the sole authority for church teaching, and his ideas influenced later figures. Sola scriptura, “by Scripture alone,” eventually became a byword of the Protestant Reformation.32 It was certainly a happy coincidence, or perhaps no coincidence at all, that the promotion of Scripture to the role of sole arbiter in matters of faith was being urged precisely at the time when Christian scholars were learning Hebrew and Greek and seeking to interpret Scripture anew, without the benefit of church-sponsored interpretations and church-approved translations.


We will be the ones to decide what Scripture really means, the Reformers now said, basing ourselves on the biblical text and everything that is being discovered about it; then we will seek to put its words into action. So Martin Luther, leader of the German Reformation, put the case clearly when, at the Diet of Worms in 1521, he was asked to recant his views:


 


Unless I be convinced by evidence of Scripture or by plain reason—for I do not accept the authority of the Pope or the councils alone, since it is demonstrated that they have often erred and contradicted themselves—I am bound by the Scriptures I have cited, and my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and will not recant anything, for it is neither safe nor right to go against conscience. God help me. Amen.


 


Here the “evidence of Scripture” is not subject to the “authority of the Pope” but opposed to it, and Scripture will, according to Luther, necessarily win any such contest. Elsewhere he bristled at the very idea that the church might


 


assign to one man, the Roman Pontiff, the right of interpreting Sacred Scripture by the sole virtue of his exalted office and power against all intelligence and erudition. But Scripture is to be interpreted only by the Spirit through which Scripture was written, because the Spirit is never to be found more present and lively than in the sacred writings themselves.33


 


The church has no inherent right to say what Scripture means; it is up to the Spirit (Luther means the Holy Spirit of the Trinity) to guide the human interpreter, along with “all intelligence and erudition”—that is, the newfound knowledge of biblical Hebrew and Greek and everything scholars were discovering about the real meaning of Scripture. And so, the old, church-sponsored fourfold approach to meaning was, for Luther and his followers, on its way out: “Our first concern will be for the grammatical [literal] meaning,” Luther wrote in his psalms commentary in 1519, “since this is the truly theological meaning.”34


In its new, stripped-down state, no longer accompanied by centuries-old traditions of interpretation, Scripture could now become the heart and soul of the Protestant movement. And it did. The Bible was, in the words of a group of early British Protestants who sought temporary refuge in Geneva,


 


the light to our paths, the keye to the kingdome of heaven, our comfort in affliction, our shielde and sworde against Satan, the school of all wisdome, the glasse [mirror] wherein we behold God’s face, the testimonie of his favour, and the only foode and nourishment of our soules.35


 


But what exactly did Scripture mean? Was it always to be taken at face value, even when it commanded such things as capital punishment for someone who works on the sabbath (Exod. 31:14) or commits adultery (Lev. 20:10)? (Some reformers said yes.)36 What about when it seemed to conflict with modern science or common sense—saying, for example, that Joshua had caused the sun to stop in the sky, or that Elijah had ascended into heaven on a chariot of fire? Did taking the Bible literally leave no room for metaphor or figurative speech or exaggeration?


For a time, at least in some circles, it was anybody’s guess. So long as the Catholic Church had been the sole authority, it was able to control how the Bible was interpreted; after the Protestant Reformation, anyone could be an interpreter. The English poet John Dryden described a world in which biblical interpretation had been turned over to the common man:


 


     The book thus put in every vulgar hand,


     Which each presum’d he best could understand,


     The common rule was made the common prey,


     And at the mercy of the rabble lay.


     The tender page with horny fists was gall’d,


     And he was gifted most that loudest bawl’d:


     The spirit gave the doctoral degree,


     And every member of a company


     Was of his trade and of the Bible free.


     Plain truths enough for needful use they found,


     But men would still be itching to expound:


     Each was ambitious of th’obscurest place,


     No measure ta’en from knowledge, all from grace.


     Study and pains were now no more their care;


     Texts were explained by fasting and by prayer:


     This was the fruit the private spirit brought,


     Occasion’d by great zeal and little thought.37


Religio Laici 822–38 (1682)


 


Some control had to be placed on the interpretive fancies of enthusiasts, and Dryden clearly alludes to what he, and many others, believed that control ought to be: the “doctoral degree,” conferred by a proper school of divinity and not by “the spirit” alone; “study and pains,” and not merely “fasting and prayer.” Proper interpretation, in other words, had to be based on solid knowledge.


A Fateful Alliance


Thus was formed the great alliance between Protestantism and biblical scholarship. In a sense, it had been there almost from the very start. Although the questioning of auctoritas in interpretation had begun quite independently of the Reformation, it soon became one of the Reformers’ favorite causes and helped lead to the break with Rome. Then, once the new Protestant denominations had been established on their own, they provided the framework, and the sponsorship, for the ongoing scholarly inquiry into Scripture’s true meaning. This alliance proved to be crucial. It is no accident that, to this day, the great centers of modern biblical scholarship are to be found in largely Protestant countries—Germany and the Netherlands, Scandinavia and Great Britain, Canada and the United States.38


Here again we must pass quickly through a host of important events and trends. While all this was happening in the relatively limited domain of biblical interpretation, the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries watched the advance of scientific inquiry into the greatest questions of the natural order: Nicholas Copernicus (1473–1543) had argued that the earth rotated around the sun, and his ideas were soon taken up by others, notably Galileo Galilei (1564–1642) and Johannes Kepler (1571–1630). Once proven true, this idea sent shock waves through the whole of traditional belief. For centuries people had believed that the greatest source of knowledge about the world was divine revelation, specifically, the words of Holy Scripture. But Scripture contained not a hint about earth’s orbiting the sun, indeed, its account of creation seemed to say just the opposite (Genesis 1), as did the words of King Solomon, allegedly the wisest man in history (Eccles. 1:5). So research was now suggesting that modern science was capable of unlocking life’s secrets on its own, without the benefit of divine revelation—indeed, sometimes it even seemed to demonstrate that what was written in Scripture was false. In 1628 William Harvey announced his discovery of the workings of the circulatory system in the human body; this same period was marked by great advances in the study of anatomy, and surgery was becoming increasingly sophisticated. The newly perfected telescope gave scientists their first glimpse of the moons of Jupiter and the phases of Venus; soon, Isaac Newton (1642–1727) postulated his universal theory of gravitation. “Nature’s book”—opened by science—was turning out to be more reliable than that other book, the Bible. At the same time, thinkers such as Francis Bacon (1561–1626) and René Descartes (1596–1650) were seeking to examine the very processes of human reasoning and, especially in the case of the latter, to proceed from a radical skepticism that took nothing for granted, including, prominently, the teachings of religion.


Did Moses Write the Torah?


With regard to the Bible, two important figures emerged in this period, the philosophers Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) and Benedict Spinoza (1632–77). Among other things, both expressed their views on one of the touchiest items of traditional religious belief, the claim that Moses was the author of the Pentateuch.39 This was a crucial item for both Jews and Christians (but probably even more for the former than the latter); if Moses, the greatest of the prophets, was not the Pentateuch’s real author, then why should anyone believe its stories or bother to obey its commandments? Yet even in medieval times, a few Jewish scholars—including, prominently, Abraham ibn Ezra (ca. 1092–1167)—had pointed to a number of verses that seemed unlikely to have been written by Moses. For example, in describing Abraham’s travels in the Promised Land, the book of Genesis said:


 


Abram passed through the land to the place at Shechem, to the oak of Moreh. At that time the Canaanites were in the land.


Gen. 12:6


 


By saying that the Canaanites were in the land “at that time,” the text seems clearly to imply that when these words were being written, the Canaanites were no longer there. But if so, Moses was unlikely to be the author of this sentence—so long as he was alive, the Canaanites were indeed in the land.


Ibn Ezra pointed to other troubling instances. Why should the book of Deuteronomy, if it had been written by Moses, begin by saying that he had spoken to the Israelites “on the far side of the Jordan” (Deut. 1:1)? That expression implied that the person writing this was on the near side of the Jordan, which Moses never was, since he died before the entry into Canaan. And why should Gen. 22:14 contain the parenthetical observation, “as it is said today, ‘On the mountain of the LORD He [or it] will be seen’”? The sense is not altogether clear, but to ibn Ezra this reference seemed to suggest a popular saying (“It is said today”) that could not have existed until long after Moses’ death, specifically, at a time after Solomon had built the Jerusalem temple on a mountain where “the LORD’s face will be seen” (Deut. 16:16).40


Traditional interpretation had provided answers to these questions: as a prophet, Moses could have known that the Canaanites would be displaced (in fact, God had told him as much, Exod. 34:11); having likewise been told that the people of Israel would settle in Canaan, he wrote “on the far side of the Jordan” from their point of view, not his own, since he knew they were the ones who would be reading his words long after his death. (The same logic would explain “At that time the Canaanites were in the land.”) As for “On the mountain of the LORD He [or it] will be seen,” such a saying might have even existed since the time of Abraham and Isaac, so there was nothing unusual in Moses quoting it.


In raising these questions again, however, ibn Ezra seemed to suggest that these traditional answers were inadequate. Instead, he and other medieval writers implied that these verses were little exceptions: most of the Pentateuch was indeed written by Moses, he felt, but a few verses had been added in later by other writers.41


With the rise of the new approach to biblical interpretation, ibn Ezra’s questions were asked anew—indeed, Hobbes, Spinoza, and others added some new questions.42 How could Moses be the author of the Pentateuch if one of its verses noted: “Now the man Moses was very humble, more so than anyone else on the face of the earth” (Num. 12:3)? Surely, interpreters reasoned, a very humble man would not have said such a thing about himself. How could another verse assert, “These are the kings who reigned in the land of Edom, before any king reigned over the Israelites” (Gen. 36:31)? This verse seems to assume the knowledge that kings eventually did rule over Israel—a circumstance that did not exist until centuries after Moses, in the time of Saul and David. Indeed, how could the Pentateuch at one point quote from a source called the Book of the Wars of the LORD with regard to a battle that took place in Moses’ time (Num. 21:14)? Such a book must have been written after the battle, perhaps long after—so how could Moses be quoting it as if it were an old, established historical source?


In raising these questions, Hobbes and Spinoza did not adopt the same course as ibn Ezra and suggest that these verses were merely later additions. Instead, they said that they were sufficient to call into question the whole idea that Moses had written the Pentateuch. As Hobbes summarized his argument, “It is therefore sufficiently evident that the five books of Moses [that is, the Pentateuch] were written after his time, though how long after it be not so manifest.”43 This was a shocking assertion.


While both these thinkers contributed significantly to the seventeenth century’s wrestling with the Bible (and both dealt with far more than the authorship of the Pentateuch), it was Spinoza who ultimately had the greater influence on biblical scholars themselves. In a few pages of his remarkable little book the Tractatus Theologo-Politicus (1670), Spinoza outlined a new proposal for how the Bible was to be read, and this program became the marching orders of biblical scholars for the next three centuries.44 Among Spinoza’s main points:


 


1. Scripture is to be understood by Scripture alone. The time-honored traditions about what the Bible means (Spinoza had in mind rabbinic midrash as well as Christian typological and allegorical interpretations) often lead to “absurdities”; therefore only Scripture’s own words are to be considered. “All knowledge of Scripture must be sought from Scripture alone.”45


2. In order to understand Scripture, we must understand all the peculiarities of its language46 and its world of ideas, and not impose on it our own, later conceptions. There is no reason to assume that what Scripture says conforms to our own values or our current knowledge—or even to logical thought. We should thus “take every precaution against the undue influence not only of our own prejudices, but of our faculty of reason.”47


3. We should thus begin by assuming that Scripture means what Scripture says even when it disagrees with our own conceptions. For example, when Moses12 is said to have described God as a “[consuming] fire” (Deut. 4:24) or as a “jealous God” (Exod. 20:5), we have to take such things literally unless they can be shown to contradict some other saying of Moses, in which case they may be interpreted metaphorically.48 In the first instance, the fact that Moses elsewhere is said to have asserted that God has no form or likeness (Spinoza’s understanding of Exod. 20:4) proves that he could only have meant “fire” as a metaphorical description. The same cannot be said of “jealous God,” however: since Moses nowhere denies that God has emotions,13 there is no reason to believe that he did not impute emotions to Him.


4. Someone who wishes to inquire into Scripture’s meaning must likewise investigate how the books themselves were put together and the process of their transmission. The life of the reputed author must be studied, his personality traits as well as his historical context, in order to understand how he intended what he said to be understood—whether, for example, he intended something as an actual law or merely as moral instruction, and whether something was being put forward as eternally valid or merely as a short-term measure, “things of only temporary significance or directed only to the benefit of a few.”49


5. Finally, in considering the words of prophets, one must recognize that they frequently contradict one another. Even on such essentials as “what God is [and] in what way He sees and provides for all things,” Spinoza wrote, “we have clearly shown that the prophets themselves were not in agreement.”50 One must therefore concentrate on those few items on which all prophets do agree, “such as, for example, that there is one unique and omnipotent God and He alone is to be worshiped. . . .”


 


It is not difficult to see that the program outlined by Spinoza calls for the systematic dismantling of the Four Assumptions mentioned earlier. Scripture is cryptic and allusive? Not at all; Scripture should always be assumed to mean (unless clearly proven otherwise) exactly and literally what it says. Scripture has a lesson for us today? On the contrary, Scripture can be understood only in the context of its own time, and presumably some portion, perhaps most, of what it says was never intended as “eternally valid” but only applied to people living then (or even just some people living then, “a few”). Scripture is perfectly harmonious and without error? Hardly. Prophets contradict one another and seem to agree only on a few essentials; moreover, some of the things the Bible says contradict our current understanding, including modern science. (In fact, Spinoza noted, some parts of Scripture were added in by later hands and cannot even be attributed to the prophets themselves.)51 All of Scripture is divinely given or divinely inspired? Here, Spinoza is careful, but a close reading of his words will reveal his profound skepticism about the very nature of prophecy.52 The prophets mostly saw images in their minds (Isa. 6:1–7; Num. 12:6), Spinoza says elsewhere;53 their job consisted of translating these images into words, for which they relied on their imaginative faculty. Such a procedure is inherently unstable, Spinoza felt; their words can hardly be considered more reliable than the conclusions of solid science—the contradictions within Scripture demonstrate that. On the contrary, “prophets were not endowed with a more perfect mind [than other thinkers], but with a more vivid power of imagination.”54 The best one can say of the prophets, Spinoza ultimately claimed, is that they were concerned with what is “right and good”;55 they saw things or heard things and then their imagination turned these into words from God.


Spinoza was a controversial figure in his own day, blackballed by the Amsterdam Jewish community in which he had grown up and viewed with great suspicion by Christian divines. When his book was finally published, it was denounced as “harmful and vile,” “most pernicious,” “intolerably unrestrained,” “subversive,” “blasphemous,” “diabolical,” and “atheistic.”56 Yet people, especially biblical scholars, kept reading it and thinking about it.57


A Century of Lights


If Spinoza was ahead of his time, it was not by much; the eighteenth century introduced a host of new thinkers who set out to investigate the Bible in precisely the manner that he had advocated. This was the time known to Germans as the Aufklärung and to the English as the Enlightenment; in French it was the siècle des lumières, the “century of lights.” By whatever name, it was a period of rationalism’s triumph, a time of untrammeled scientific inquiry and a questioning of all received traditions. Catholicism and the various Protestant denominations continued their path, but alongside them sprang up a new faith altogether characteristic of the age: Deism. Deists defined themselves as those who “believe in the existence of a God or a Supreme Being but deny revealed religion, basing their belief instead on the light of nature and reason.” The God revealed by reason may indeed be the world’s Creator, but, Deists maintained, He is not a God who intervenes in human affairs, performs miracles, answers prayers, or does most of the other things reported about Him in Scripture. These are simply an illusion.


Deism was very popular among intellectuals on both sides of the Atlantic; among its American exponents were Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin. Few American schoolchildren who learn the opening sentences of the Declaration of Independence are told that its reference to “the Laws of Nature and Nature’s God” is a passing reflection of Jefferson’s deeply held Deism (and his profound skepticism about the God revealed in Scripture). In this new climate, the Bible was not always revered; indeed, some writers actually vilified it. The philosopher David Hume (1711–76), for example, asserted that the Pentateuch is


 


a book presented to us by a barbarous and ignorant people [= the Jews], written in an age when they were still more barbarous, and in all probability long after the facts which it relates, corroborated by no concurring testimony, and resembling those fabulous accounts which every nation gives of its origin. Upon reading this book, we find it full of prodigies and miracles. It gives an account of a state of the world and of human nature entirely different from the present: Of our fall from that state: Of the age of man extended to near a thousand years: Of the destruction of the world by a deluge: Of the arbitrary choice of one people as the favourites of heaven: and that people the countrymen of the author: Of their deliverance from bondage by prodigies the most astonishing imaginable: I desire any one to lay his hand upon his heart, and after a serious consideration declare, whether he thinks the falsehood of such a book, supported by such testimony, would be more extraordinary and miraculous than all the miracles it relates; which is, however, necessary to make it be received.58


 


These sentiments were echoed by Voltaire—certainly no specialist on the Bible, but someone who knew well the arguments of those who were.59 In his Philosophical Dictionary (1764), Voltaire wrote that the Pentateuch


 


must appear to every polished people as singular as the [Jews’] conduct; if it were not divine, it would seem to be the law of savages beginning to assemble themselves into a nation; and being divine, one cannot understand how it is that it has not existed from all ages, for them and for all men.


 


About Moses, the Pentateuch’s author, he wrote in the same work:


 


Several learned men have finally doubted if there ever was a Moses, and whether this man was not an imaginary being, such as were Perseus, Bacchus, Atlas [et al.], and so many other heroes of romance whose lives and prowesses have been recorded. It is not very likely, say the incredulous, that a man ever existed whose life was a continual wonder. It is not very likely that he worked so many stupendous miracles in Egypt, Arabia, and Syria, without their being known throughout the world. It is not likely, that no Egyptian or Greek writer should have transmitted these miracles to posterity. . . . According to these unbelievers, the books attributed to Moses were only written among the Babylonians during the captivity, or immediately afterward by Ezra.


 


Such ideas were considered radical in the eighteenth century; mainstream Christians continued to believe in the Bible’s sanctity and in the truth of its words. There certainly was a Moses, they said, and he certainly did write the Pentateuch. But the acid pen of Hume and Voltaire and others challenged believing Christians to provide proof, or at least counterarguments, in the new spirit of rational inquiry.60


This put such believers in a difficult bind; in a sense, the minute one began to read Scripture with the same assumptions that one brought to the reading of humanly authored books, the argument was lost. How could one claim that such a book was holy or utterly unique? Nevertheless, many sincere Christians in the eighteenth century found themselves investigating Scripture’s human side. One such man was Robert Lowth (1710–87). The son of a prominent theologian, Lowth served as professor of poetry at Oxford University for a time but resigned his post in 1752 and pursued service in the Anglican Church; he was ultimately named bishop of London and dean of the Chapel Royal. While still at Oxford, Lowth wrote an influential study of biblical poetry, Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews (published in 1753). The book is full of insights into the rules by which the Bible’s songs and prayers were composed, but it raised a vexing question: did not his search for meter, rhyme, and other poetic features imply that the Bible’s poems had been written in very much the same way as ordinary, human poems are composed? Lowth tried to justify his effort to his students in his opening lecture:


 


It would not be easy, indeed, to assign a reason why the writings of Homer, of Pindar, and of Horace should engross our attention and monopolise our praise, while those of Moses, of David, and Isaiah pass totally unregarded. Shall we suppose that the subject is not adapted to a seminary in which sacred literature has ever maintained a precedence? Shall we say that it is foreign to this assembly of promising youth, of whom the greater part have consecrated the best portion of their time and labour to the same department of learning? Or must we conclude that the writings of those men who have accomplished only as much as human genius and ability could accomplish should be reduced to method and theory; but that those which boast a much higher origin, and are justly attributed to the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, may be considered as indeed illustrious by their native force and beauty, but not as conformable to the principles of science nor to be circumscribed by any rules of art?


 


In other words, just because the Bible’s words were inspired by the Holy Spirit does not mean they ought not to be analyzed in the same way as the writings of classical Greece or Rome. And if a committed Christian should succeed in discovering, as Lowth felt he had, the “principles of science” and “rules of art” that determined how biblical poetry had been composed, should he not go ahead and make these known to the world? Thus, although traditionalists and radicals disagreed sharply on what the Bible was and how it was to be read, they really were not far apart on matters of approach and method; even in the most orthodox circles, the words themselves (which were still called the “literal” or “grammatical” or “historical” sense of Scripture) were now primary, the starting point of any further discussion.61


Filling in the Blanks


But what exactly were those words? One interesting feature of the traditional Hebrew text has not been mentioned so far. Biblical Hebrew—like Arabic, Aramaic, and some other Semitic languages—often leaves the vowels inside words unexpressed. Such a system of writing wouldn’t work at all in English. What would the following sentence mean?


I FND A BRD


Probably most people would guess that FND stands for “found” or “find.” But it might also stand for “fined,” “fanned,” “foned” (that is, “phoned”), perhaps even “fond” or “fiend.” As for BRD, that could represent “bird,” “bread,” “brad,” “broad,” “board,” “bard,” “bride,” “buried,” “beard,” “braid,” “by-road,” and yet more. Thus, the little sentence above could be construed as saying, “I found a bird,” “I find a bride,” “I fined a bard,” “I phoned abroad,” “I fanned a beard,” and all sorts of other combinations. Hebrew is less ambiguous than English: there are relatively few homonyms, and words are mostly built out of basic roots in predictable patterns. Still, this system of writing left plenty of room for ambiguity. (The consonants SPR, for example, will usually have some connection with the Hebrew root for “count” or “recount,” but in various biblical verses these three letters can designate such diverse nouns as the words for “enumeration,” “document,” or “scribe,” as well as different verbal forms meaning “he counted,” “to count,” “count!” “he told,” “to tell,” “tell!” and so forth. It all depends on what vowels one thinks ought to go between the three consonants.) What is more, as we have already seen in the case of Abraham and Isaac, the biblical text came without capital letters or commas or periods. That is what allowed interpreters to turn Abraham’s vague words of assurance, “God Himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son,” into the stark assertion, “God Himself will provide. The lamb for the burnt offering [is] my son.”


Taken together, these two sources of ambiguity left plenty of room for different interpretations. Aware of this difficulty, Jewish scholars had developed a system of dots and other signs to represent the vowels of each Hebrew word as well as the basic punctuation of each sentence. Traditionalists maintained that this system was very old—some claimed it went back to Moses himself—but others, relying on the testimony of Renaissance Jewish scholarship, asserted that it went back only to the Middle Ages and therefore had no authority.62 For such people, every word of the Hebrew Bible was now potentially suspect: perhaps the medieval vowel signs were wrong; perhaps the medieval punctuation was wrong; indeed, perhaps some scribe back in biblical times had made a mistake and had written the wrong letter. Given what they saw as the inherent unreliability of the traditional text, biblical scholars now proposed emendations freely; some even set out to create a whole new system for determining the text’s vowels.63


“The German Science”


In short, by the end of the eighteenth century, every aspect of the Bible was found to be fair game for the probing, often skeptical, questions of scholars, and one by one the cherished interpretations of earlier Christians were being dismissed. Not only did most Protestant scholars now reject most of the typological foreshadowing of the New Testament in the Old (that is, the stories of Isaac, Joshua, and other figures were no longer accepted as containing hints about the life of Jesus), but even the application of actual prophecies to New Testament times came to be suspect. For example, the prophet Isaiah’s prediction that “a virgin shall conceive and bear a son” (Isa. 7:14) could not, many maintained, possibly refer to Jesus: to begin with, they said, the word translated “virgin” really only means “young woman” in Hebrew, and in any case this was a prediction about the birth of a baby in the time of Isaiah himself, not of a baby to be born more than seven hundred years later.64 Thus, if Isaiah’s words had been cited in the gospel of Matthew in connection with Jesus’ birth (1:23), this was “a simple, historical observation or an allusion.”65


More generally, a rift now gradually developed between what the words of the Bible said and the historical events it purported to describe. In an earlier day, the Bible was primarily a book. People of course believed that the things it described were true, but, as we have glimpsed, throughout the Middle Ages and beyond, it was the text that was primary, since it contained all the secret meanings and doctrines and interrelationships that were the heart of the Bible’s message. This did not change immediately with the Renaissance, but starting then, what earlier Christians had called the literal or “historical” sense of Scripture took on a new importance. Whatever else it was doing, the Bible was also talking about things that had happened in this world, and these events themselves took on a reality of their own. It is difficult to overstate the importance of this subtle shift, which became (and remains) a mainstay of the Protestant way of reading Scripture.66 Gradually, the words of the text ceased to be primary, each verse the gateway to a host of hidden meanings. Instead, the text became important principally as an account of real events: it was the gateway to the actual things that had happened in the ancient past. By the end of the eighteenth century, however, the Bible’s account of these things became increasingly suspect: Did the Red Sea really split in two? Was the Resurrection an actual event? The task, at least as some scholars saw it, was to come up with a plausible account of what might really have taken place. The events had become the real Bible for them, and the words of Scripture were increasingly seen as something other than a factual recitation—often something in need of apologetic explanation.67


Of course, scholarship is one thing and the real world another. Such thoughts may have appeared in learned tomes, but they were rarely repeated from the pulpit. Even today, ministers trained in liberal seminaries are taught all kinds of things about the Bible that their parishioners never hear about: there has always been an understandable tendency to soft-pedal the difficulties raised by scholarship and to accentuate the positive (without saying anything known to be untrue, of course). Thus, although scholars were pushing ahead with their own research, ordinary churchgoers did not necessarily confront its results on Sunday.


While biblical scholarship continued to be pursued in various countries, it now became the particular specialty of Germany.68 German Protestant scholars investigated all manner of subjects connected with the Bible, both the Old Testament and the New; but they were particularly attracted to that same question that had puzzled biblical scholars during the Enlightenment, the authorship of the Pentateuch. If, as many now claimed, Moses was not its true author, who was?


The key to cracking this mystery, scholars came to feel, lay in the different words used by the Hebrew Bible to refer to God. Some parts of the Pentateuch used the “generic” Hebrew word for God, ’elohim.14 Other parts used the Tetragrammaton, that is, the ineffable “proper name” of God, consisting of the four Hebrew letters corresponding to our Y, H, W, and H.15 Why use two different names? In the same year that Lowth published his study of biblical poetry (1753), a French Protestant scholar, Jean Astruc, had suggested that Moses had combined two different sources in composing the Pentateuch, each of which used a different word for God. That would also explain why some of the stories that used one of these names sometimes overlapped with stories that used the other name—why, for example, there are two stories relating how Abraham made a covenant with God (Genesis 15 and 17), or two stories that explain how the city of Beer Sheba got its name (Gen. 21:22–31 and 26:28–33). In these cases, each of the paired stories uses one name for God while the other uses the other name.


In nineteenth-century Germany, many scholars accepted the idea that the Pentateuch had been written through a combination of different written sources. But that hardly answered all the questions. Was Moses the one who combined them (as Astruc had maintained), or was it some later figure? And were there just two sources? Scholars noticed that overlapping stories sometimes used the same name for God: for example, there are two accounts of how Jacob’s name was changed to Israel (Gen. 32:24–30 and 35:9–10), but both refer to God by the generic name ’elohim. Perhaps there had thus been two different sources that used the name ’elohim.69


At this point, a German doctoral student, W. M. L. de Wette (1780–1849), began working on the book of Deuteronomy, and he soon became convinced that the writer of Deuteronomy was different from all the other sources of the Pentateuch: his style was different, his laws differed in many particulars from earlier laws, and, most strikingly, de Wette argued, he had a completely different notion of the role played by the temple, particularly in connection with the sacrificing of animals. Not only did de Wette think that Deuteronomy came from a different hand, but he had a definite idea about when it was written. Its composition, he argued (on the basis of a certain passage in 2 Kings 22), went back to the days of King Josiah, that is, to the end of the seventh century BCE. De Wette claimed that there was no evidence that anyone before Josiah had known of the laws contained in Deuteronomy—ever. If, for example, the prophet Samuel had known of the book of Deuteronomy, de Wette asked, why should he ever have expressed misgivings about the idea of anointing a king (1 Sam. 8:6–8), when Deuteronomy clearly called on people to do so (Deut. 17:14–20)? To this de Wette added many other examples.


For the German scholars, de Wette’s work proved highly suggestive, since it gave them a fixed point in time from which to try to date the other sources they had identified. If the author of Deuteronomy lived, according to de Wette’s theory, sometime in the seventh century (when Josiah was king), then before him must have been at least three other writers. The one who always used the Tetragrammaton, that is, the name for God spelled with the four Hebrew letters Y-H-W-H, the German scholars designated “J” (since the sound for Y is spelled in German with a J). The one who preferred ’elohim they designated as “E.” Both of these, they felt, had preceded the author of Deuteronomy (“D”), but in addition to them there must have been another source, a priestly writer ultimately designated “P.”70 Some scholars believed that P was the earliest writer of all, responsible for what they called the “basic text,” the laws of priestly sacrifices and other ritual matters; to this “basic text” had been added J, E, and eventually D. It was a peculiarity of P that he avoided using the Tetragrammaton for any stories set before the time of Moses, since P maintained that this sacred name was first revealed to Moses and had been unknown in earlier times (Exod. 6:2–3). For those earlier stories, therefore, P consistently used the word ’elohim. This would explain, the German scholars said, why there are duplicate stories in Genesis that both use this name: one would have been written by P and the other by E.


The Education of Charles Augustus Briggs


To learn more about such theories, Charles A. Briggs, who had begun his studies at Union Theological Seminary with some of the leading American scholars of the day, sailed to Germany in the summer of 1866, accompanied by his young wife, Julie. The place he had selected for further study was the University of Berlin, the same institution at which his teacher and close advisor at Union, Henry Boynton Smith, had pursued his doctoral studies.


At almost precisely the same moment, a young German divinity student, Julius Wellhausen, was beginning his studies at the University of Göttingen with one of the leading biblical scholars of the day, Heinrich Ewald (1802–75). Wellhausen and Briggs were thus close contemporaries (Briggs was three years older), and they were destined to play somewhat similar roles in their native lands. Both were eloquent spokesmen for the new, “historical” approach to understanding the Bible and its process of creation, and both succeeded in large measure in convincing their fellow scholars of the correctness of this approach (although neither managed to bring many of their conservative coreligionists to accept the new ideas). Both were also hailed as great scholars in their own right—indeed, in this respect, Julius Wellhausen was even more successful than Charles A. Briggs. Wellhausen is largely considered one of the founders—the founder, some would say—of contemporary biblical scholarship.


Wellhausen’s reputation rests largely on his wide-ranging study Prolegomena to the History of Israel (1883).71 Among the topics covered in this work was the puzzle of the Pentateuch. Building on the work of predecessors (notably K. H. Graf), Wellhausen put forward a fourfold Documentary Hypothesis to explain the authorship of the Pentateuch. According to his scheme, the Pentateuch had been composed in sequence. The priestly source (P), previously thought by some scholars to be the earliest source, was actually the latest, he said; before it came D, still earlier E, and before all of these, J. (The J source belonged, however, centuries after the time of the real Moses.) Wellhausen’s claim was not only that these different sources existed, but that they in turn bore witness to the gradual evolution of Israel’s religion.72 At the time when the J texts were written, Wellhausen believed, Israel was still a naïve and unsophisticated people, not very different from its Canaanite neighbors. J thus demonstrates a rather “primitive,” corporeal conception of God, and J’s world is an altogether polytheistic (or even animistic) one. The E source, though also early, “breathes the air of the prophets” and bears witness to the first signs of a more advanced theology in Israel.73 Nevertheless, the religion of both J and E is closely tied to the natural world and the agricultural cycle: to hear J and E tell it, the sole purpose of Israel’s major festivals was to celebrate God’s bounty at harvest time. Theirs is also an easygoing, spontaneous, and unencumbered faith; for example, there is as yet no fixed, hereditary priesthood. By the time D comes along, all this has changed. D’s presentation of God is far more abstract, and his attention is turned from the natural world to that of law and history; the annual festivals have begun to be explained as celebrating events from Israel’s past, and keeping God’s more and more elaborate laws (including those of an established priesthood) becomes a central religious concern. Finally, in P, Israel’s religion has become a thing of priestly ceremonies utterly divorced from the natural world and even from the common people, and the process of historicizing attested in D is far more pronounced.


Wellhausen’s scheme, apart from the detailed support its author marshaled from every part of the Bible, appealed to his readers because the very idea of development—that more complex things evolve out of simpler forms—was much in vogue in Europe at the time. Today, we tend to take this idea for granted, but it had become a moving force and model for understanding history only in the nineteenth century. It was particularly characteristic of the Romantic movement in literature74 and put its stamp on European thought particularly through the writings of the philosopher Georg W. F. Hegel (1770–1831). Israel’s religious conceptions, in Wellhausen’s view, could be shown to fit quite well with Hegel’s ideas of historical development.


But is any of this true? Today, more than a century after Wellhausen wrote, many people of traditional religious faith—Christians and Jews—reject his claims and continue to maintain that Moses was the sole author of the Pentateuch. Any appearance of different documents or historical development is an illusion, they say. Indeed, a glance at the history recited above, they would point out, will show just how speculative the whole thing is: the theories keep changing—P is early, P is late; there are three sources; no, four; no, five; no, more! Thus, on the Internet today are numerous sites devoted to arguing against the Documentary Hypothesis: Wellhausen’s theories are just that, they say, theories for which no absolute, scientific proof can ever exist. Indeed, a number of trained university scholars have endorsed some version of this position over the past century. But today, it must be conceded, the majority of biblical scholars in American and European universities are convinced by the idea of the Pentateuch’s multiple authorship. Even if no absolute proof exists, they say, some theory of different authors is the most logical and parsimonious75 way to make sense of the evidence. As will be seen on the following pages, some elements of Wellhausen’s approach have been modified over time,76 and of late a serious challenge has been mounted to its chronological ordering of things,77 but the basic idea of the Documentary Hypothesis has nonetheless survived the sustained scrutiny of scholars over the last century.


The Documentary Hypothesis is only one issue among many in which current university scholarship is pitted against traditional religious belief. But at the end of the nineteenth century, it was a particularly emotional and symbolic one. Books and museums and Bibles themselves were full of pictures of the old, bearded Moses bringing God’s sacred laws to the people of Israel. Could it be that this was all fiction, that in place of Moses stood four or more faceless figures who wrote at different times in Israel’s history and whose overall ideas—about God as well as about the particulars of Israel’s religion—were quite at odds with one another?


The Briggs Heresy


In Berlin, Briggs studied the ideas of Wellhausen’s immediate predecessors and teachers, and they had an electric effect on the young evangelist’s faith. He did not reject them—on the contrary, they came to Briggs (who had long been studying the Bible in Hebrew and knew it well) with the force of divine revelation. Describing his first six months of study at Berlin, Briggs wrote to his uncle Marvin in January of 1867:


 


When a new light dawns from above, most men cling to the old and can’t believe any new light possible. But the world needs new views of the truth. The old doctrines are good but insufficient. . . . Let us seek more light under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. I cannot doubt but that I have been blessed with a new divine light. I feel a different man from what I was a few months ago. The Bible is lit up with a new light.78


 


Briggs followed that “new light” with the enthusiasm of a proselyte. Back in the United States, he soon began his professional life of teaching and writing and made it his personal mission to promote the new biblical scholarship to his colleagues and students, all the while contributing mightily to it in his own research. What he was out to discover was nothing less than the truth, “what really happened,” as German scholars like to put it.79 Surely there could be nothing bad about the truth. It might jostle some long-held notions, Briggs felt, but in the end it had to be beneficial; indeed, it would reveal the unadulterated, pristine basis of Christian faith.


He did not pursue this mission unopposed; from the beginning, many of his coreligionists resisted the new ideas of German scholars and their American exponents. But when it came to these opponents—particularly old-guard ministers who were in the habit of using the Bible to support their own, dogmatic views—Briggs did not pull any punches:


 


The real reason these men are battling us is because their kind of Bible is being attacked. Destroy their kind of Bible and you destroy them. The Dogmaticians must therefore do battle with Higher Criticism [that is, the efforts of Wellhausen and others to discover how Scripture came to be] because Higher Criticism is taking away their very bread and butter. For it is destroying their prooftexts, which is the very stuff of their sermons.80


 


Such combativeness, along with the substance of Briggs’s ideas, are what ultimately got him in trouble with his denomination. In his famous inaugural address, Briggs denounced the “dead wood, dry and brittle stubble, and noxious weeds” of current teaching.81 The old ways of thinking needed to go, not just with regard to biblical interpretation, but with fundamental matters of church teachings and its day-to-day policies. “Criticism is at work with knife and fire,” he said that night. “Let us cut down everything that is dead and harmful, every kind of dead orthodoxy.”82


In spite of his critics, Briggs forged ahead with his mission. Today, he is considered a hero of—and something of a martyr to—the cause of modern biblical scholarship. His trial did not turn out as he had hoped. When the votes were counted the next day in Washington, D.C., a hefty majority of the delegates were found to have voted against him. A formal statement was prepared following the vote, declaring that


 


this General Assembly finds that Charles A. Briggs has uttered, taught and propagated views, doctrines and teachings as set forth in the said charges contrary to the essential doctrine of Holy Scripture and the Standards, and in violation of his ordination vow. . . . Wherefore this General Assembly does hereby suspend Charles A. Briggs, the said appellee, from the office of minister in the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America.


 


To be sure, unlike convicted heretics in an earlier age, Briggs was not burned at the stake. In fact, he was even able to stay on at Union Theological Seminary, which voted to sever its connection with the Presbyterian Church in order to keep Briggs in his new chair. (After a while, he also received a new ordination, this time as a priest of the Protestant Episcopal Church.) But he was certainly jarred, and scarred, by the trial.


Despite his tribulations, Briggs continued his mission to slash away the “dead wood” (a goal he pursued in connection with another of his long-standing causes, doctrinal reform and Christian unity). Indeed, in a particularly stirring passage from one of his later books, Briggs switched metaphors, comparing the modern scholar’s work not to pruning and clearing an overgrown field but to the clearing done by a modern archaeologist digging down into an ancient site:


 


Ancient Jerusalem lies buried beneath the rubbish of more than eighteen centuries. It is covered over by the blood-stained dust of myriads of warriors, who have battled heroically under its walls and in its towers and streets. Its valleys are filled with the débris of palaces, churches, and temples. But the Holy Place of three great religions is still there, and thither countless multitudes turn in holy reverence and pious pilgrimage. In recent times this rubbish has in a measure been explored; and by digging to the rock-bed and the ancient foundations bearing the marks of the Phoenician workmen, the ancient city of the holy times has been recovered, and may now be constructed in our minds by the artist and the historian with essential accuracy.


Just so the Holy Scripture, as given by divine inspiration to holy prophets, lies buried beneath the rubbish of centuries. It is covered over with the débris of the traditional interpretations of the multitudinous schools and sects. . . . The valleys of biblical truth have been filled up with the débris of human dogmas, ecclesiastical institutions, liturgical formulas, priestly ceremonies, and casuistic practices. Historical criticism is digging through this mass of rubbish. Historical criticism is searching for the rock-bed of the Divine word, in order to recover the real Bible. Historical criticism is sifting all this rubbish. It will gather out every precious stone. Nothing will escape its keen eye.


 


This passage might, in some respects, be seen as prophetic. Written almost exactly a hundred years ago, it foretells the twentieth century’s concerted effort to uncover some of the Bible’s deepest secrets, as will be documented in the chapters that follow. Briggs could only sense some of the changes that the new century would inaugurate: the flowering of archaeology as a science, bringing with it a new accuracy in the dating of ancient sites and a wealth of information about how biblical Israelites lived and even what they really believed; the decipherment of literally thousands of ancient texts written by Israel’s neighbors, which offer fresh insights into the history and culture of the ancient Near East; and a far more sophisticated understanding of the biblical text itself, shedding new light on the historical background of different biblical books as well as revealing the meaning of previously misunderstood words and verses and whole chapters. Yet along with its vision of the future, the above passage reveals Briggs’s blind spot—one that he shared with the rest of his own and the next two or three generations of biblical critics. The “real Bible” he spoke of has proven to be a far more elusive item than he or they ever imagined. Indeed, as I hope to show, finding that real Bible may ultimately have something to do with all those traditional interpretations for which Briggs had only contempt—the “rubbish” or “débris” that he wished to sweep away in his search for the “rock-bed of the Divine word.” The following chapters will attempt to tell that story too.


About the Author


This book is intended as a work of scholarship, albeit one addressed to a broad, general audience. In such circumstances, I would prefer that the author remain in the background. Yet I understand that some readers may justifiably want to know something about who I am and where I stand, the better to take the measure of what I have to say. So, if I owe them an account of myself, I would like it to be in the opening words of Sir Thomas Browne’s Religio Medici:


 


For my Religion, though there be several Circumstances that might perswade the World I have none at all, (as the general scandal of my Profession, the natural course of my Studies, the indifferency16 of my Behaviour and Discourse in matters of Religion, neither violently Defending one, nor with that common ardour and contention Opposing another;) yet, in despight hereof, I dare without usurpation assume the honourable Stile of a Christian.


 


If you were to substitute for “Christian” in this sentence “Orthodox Jew,” it would pretty well sum things up for me. For those requiring further precision I should add that, as such, I am a believer in the divine inspiration of Scripture and an inheritor of many of the traditions of ancient interpreters cited in this book, indeed, a keeper of the Jewish sabbath, dietary laws, and all the other traditional practices of Orthodox Judaism. But I am also someone who has spent most of his life studying and teaching modern biblical scholarship. That puts me right in the middle of the dilemma to which this book is devoted.


I am afraid some of this may be lost in the pages that follow. They have a relentless refrain: people used to think X about this or that biblical figure or story or law or prophecy, but now modern scholars claim that Y is actually the case. In reporting on this, I may seem like an advocate of Y. Yet as I hope to argue in greater detail presently, Y is not all there is to the Bible. Knowing about the discoveries of modern scholars may certainly cause many people (as it has me) to think about Scripture in a somewhat different way. But what Scripture is, and how it is to be read, cannot ultimately be separated from still larger questions, questions about our very way of thinking about God, and about ourselves in relation to Him.


There is no magic bullet at the end of this book that will make all of modern scholarship’s disturbing conclusions simply disappear; the dilemma this book describes is very real. To say this, I know, will not satisfy all readers. Indeed, I am sure that quite a few (including some of my fellow Orthodox Jews) will, after sampling a few pages, wish only to forget what they have read and throw the book across the room. This is hardly a comforting thought for me. If I have nonetheless gone ahead and written what I have, it is because I know full well that the questions raised by modern biblical scholarship are not going to go away. No small part of my purpose in surveying this scholarship’s scope and conclusions is to lead into some consideration of their implications for people such as myself. (I should add that many of the theologians who have addressed themselves to the problems raised by modern biblical scholarship have tended to do so in the abstract, far from the nitty-gritty of that scholarship; this all too often leads to nice, abstract solutions, which, however, suddenly look a bit naïve when confronted with the actual details.) What I would like to do, therefore, is to present a fairly representative, detailed sample of what ancient and modern scholars have had to say about the Bible, and then conclude by examining the questions that this survey raises, sketching out one or two of my own thoughts about how a person might go about honestly confronting modern scholarship and yet not lose sacred Scripture in the process. In the meantime, my advice to readers is: keep your eye on the ancient interpreters.




2


The Creation of the World—and of Adam and Eve


GENESIS 1–3


[image: image]


Expulsion from the Garden by Gustave Doré.


A DAY OF A THOUSAND YEARS. IMMORTALITY CUT SHORT. TWO ACCOUNTS THAT SEEM TO CONFLICT.


The Bible begins with an account of how the world was created in six days and what happened to the first two human beings to live in it, Adam and Eve. In a sense, all of reality as we know it was set into motion by the events addressed by these opening chapters.


 


According to the first chapter of Genesis, God created the world in six days. On each day, He created something new: light on the first day, the sky on the second, the earth on the third, the sun and the moon and stars on the fourth, fish and birds on the fifth, reptiles and land animals and human beings on the sixth. After these six days, God rested on the seventh day—the first sabbath rest in history. Most people are so used to this account that they scarcely see the powerful assertion underlying it: our world is fundamentally God’s world—everything in it, including ourselves, was made by Him. To say this is more than to report on the origin of things: it is to set out a whole way of perceiving.


Following this account of the creation comes the story of Adam and Eve in Genesis 2–3. According to the Bible, God created the first human being, Adam, and placed him in a marvelous garden:


 


The LORD God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to plow it and guard it. And the LORD God commanded the man, “You may eat from any tree in the garden. But you shall not eat from the tree of knowing good and evil,17 because on the day that you eat from it, you shall die.”


Gen. 2:15–17


 


The text then goes on to relate how Eve was created out of Adam’s “rib” (or “side”) while he was asleep. These first two humans then went about living a comfortable existence together in Eden, until a certain serpent appeared on the scene:


 


Now the serpent was cleverer than any other animal that the LORD God had made. He said to the woman, “Did God really say that you may not eat from any of the trees in the garden?” The woman answered the serpent, “We can eat the fruit of the other trees in the garden. But about the fruit of the tree right in the middle of the garden God said, ‘You shall not eat of it, nor shall you touch it, or you will die.’” But the serpent said to the woman, “You will not die; God knows that as soon as you eat of it, your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God [or the gods], knowing good and evil.” When the woman understood that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was desirable to contemplate, she took of its fruit and ate; and she also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate.


Gen. 3:1–6


 


As a result of their disobedience, Adam and Eve were banished from the wonderful garden. Henceforth they would have to live life in the considerably harsher conditions outside its borders.


This story certainly seemed to be saying something unflattering about the first two human beings: God imposed only one restriction on them, yet they failed to observe it. The more that ancient readers read the story, however, the more some of its details seemed puzzling. For example, the very words quoted earlier were problematic. God told Adam he would die on the day that he ate the forbidden fruit, but that is not what happens. In fact, Adam and Eve go on to live exceptionally long lives: Adam does not die until the age of 930. (We do not know exactly how long Eve lived, but she apparently enjoyed a similarly long lifetime.) If so, why did God say that Adam would die on that very day? To many ancient readers this must have sounded a bit like the sort of empty threats that parents sometimes make to their children. But it seemed unlikely that God would have issued an empty threat—and even if that were true, there was little reason for the Bible to have reported it. Ancient scholars therefore cast about for some other explanation.


At a certain point (the date is unknown, but sometime before the second century BCE), someone thought of connecting this problem with a certain verse in the book of Psalms. There the Psalmist, contrasting God’s eternal existence with the fleeting years that humans live, wrote:


 


For a thousand years in Your sight are as yesterday, the way it passes, or like a watch in the night.


Ps. 90:4


 


The point, clearly, is that God, being eternal, no doubt perceives time very differently—even a thousand years must pass quite quickly for Him.


For our anonymous ancient interpreter, however, this verse seemed to hold the key to the “day” mentioned by God in the Garden of Eden. For, if one day (“yesterday”) in God’s sight actually equals a thousand years, then the fact that Adam died at the age of 930 would put his demise sometime in the late afternoon of a single “day” of God’s.


The idea of such a thousand-year day solved another problem as well. According to chapter 1 of Genesis, the world was created in six days. Yet the same chapter states that the sun, the moon, and the stars were all created on the fourth day. How could this be? The unit of time called a day is determined by the movement of the sun through the sky. If the sun was not created until the fourth day, how could the Bible say that there had been three “days” preceding the sun’s creation? The answer suggested by Ps. 90:4 was that the days mentioned in the creation of the world were days of God, a thousand-year unit of time known to Him and quite independent of the sun. The world was thus really created over a period of six thousand years.


This idea is alluded to in a number of ancient texts: apparently, it simply became common knowledge that a “day of God” lasts a thousand years:


 


But do not ignore this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day.


2 Pet. 3:8


 


. . . for with Him a “day” signifies a thousand years.


Letter of Barnabas 15:4


 


And so, quite naturally, it was used to explain God’s words to Adam:


 


Adam died . . . and he lacked seventy years of one thousand years [that is, he died at the age of 930]. One thousand years are as a single day in the testimony of heaven; therefore it was written concerning the tree of knowledge, “On the day that you eat of it, you will die.”


Jubilees 4:29–30


 


It was said to Adam that on the day in which he ate of the tree, on that day he would die. And indeed, we know that he did not quite fill up a thousand years. We thus understand the expression “a day of the Lord is a thousand years” as [clarifying] this.


Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho, 81:3


 


Loss of Immortality


The idea of the thousand-year day solved one problem, but it raised a new one. After all, what kind of a punishment was it for Adam to have to die at the age of 930? If God were really out to punish him, would He not have killed him right away?


In pondering this question, interpreters arrived at a startling conclusion. Adam and Eve must originally have been intended to be immortal. Only then could a lifetime of 930 years seem to be a punishment. Indeed, if, in addition to the “tree of knowing good and evil,” there was a “tree of life” inside the garden (Gen. 2:9), perhaps its original purpose was to supply the couple with a special fruit every few hundred years that would keep them living on and on. However, God said to Adam, if you eat from the tree of knowing good and evil, your immortality will be taken away: on the day that you eat of it, you will “die,” that is, you will become mortal (perhaps because you will be denied access to the “tree of life”). And so it happened, not only to Adam and Eve, but to all their children. Because of Adam and Eve’s sin, ancient interpreters said, all human beings die.


 


And You set one commandment on him [Adam], but he violated it. As a result you established death for him and his descendents.


4 Ezra 3:7


 


Adam sinned, and death was decreed against those who were to be born.


2 Bar. 23:4


 


Of course, people were troubled by the idea that all subsequent human beings should have to die because of a misdeed done by Adam and Eve alone. On the face of things, this did not seem fair. But perhaps the point was not that the punishment of these first humans was being visited on subsequent generations, but that the very act of eating the forbidden fruit had changed things forever. In other words, theoretically human beings could have been immortal, sinless creatures, perfectly obedient to God’s will. But what happened in the garden changed all that and determined the whole future course of the human race: henceforth, all human beings would be sinful and, consequently, all would die. The disobedience of Adam and Eve thus came to be thought of as the “Original Sin,” from which all subsequent sins necessarily followed.


What happened in the Garden of Eden therefore seemed to ancient interpreters to be nothing less than what they called (as the book of Genesis did not) the “Fall of Man.” Before the disobedience of Adam and Eve, human beings had the potential of living forever in a sinless existence inside the marvelous garden; after the transgression, all of humanity entered a new, fallen state. As for the serpent who caused such a calamity, interpreters concluded that he could not have been just an ordinary snake. Instead, they now identified him with Satan himself. Indeed, the struggle with Satan that began in the garden was to go on outside its walls ever after.


This, in short, is how the story of Adam and Eve was understood for centuries.1 In fact, even today, most people think of it in these same terms, and they are surprised to learn that the phrase “Fall of Man” is not to be found in the Genesis story, nor is there any mention of sinless existence in Eden, nor is the serpent identified in the story as the devil (he is just a talking snake). All these familiar elements are actually the creation of ancient interpreters.2 In their reading it became a profound lesson about human sinfulness and the reason for our death.


How Modern Scholars Understand Genesis 1–3


With the rise of modern biblical scholarship, however, the opening chapters of Genesis took on a new look. Many scholars, observing what seemed to be inconsistencies in the text, began to question whether the story of Adam and Eve in chapters 2 and 3 had even been written by the same hand that wrote chapter 1. The two accounts simply did not seem to fit together.


According to chapter 1, God made the first human beings sometime on the sixth day, creating at least two of them (although the text might also be understood to be referring to a whole group of people) in a single act: “male and female He created them” (Gen. 1:27). But then the next chapter goes on to describe how God creates Adam. Adam seems to be the first human in history, and he is, at first, very much alone—almost as if the creation recounted in chapter 1 had never happened. God puts Adam alone in the Garden of Eden to live, then creates all the animals and has Adam name them, and only after that goes on to create Eve.3


Not only do chapters 1 and 2 seem to differ in some of their details, but they also depict God’s actions in quite different ways. In chapter 1, God is represented as a cosmic sovereign: He speaks, gives orders, and as a result things just come into existence. “And God said, ‘Let there be light!’ and there was light” (Gen. 1:3). In chapters 2 and 3, by contrast, He seems to be more of a divine craftsman. He Himself shapes Adam out of the fresh mud of the earth and then breathes air into his nostrils to start his life—this seems to be a more hands-on approach to creating. Later, God is said to “walk about” the garden very much like a human being (Gen. 3:8); when Adam and Eve hide from Him, He calls out, “Where are you?”—apparently, He Himself does not know. At the end, God makes “leather clothes” for the pair—another hands-on act that seems at odds with the cosmic deity portrayed in chapter 1.


These little differences were hardly overwhelming—indeed, ancient interpreters had come up with quite adequate explanations for all of them. Nevertheless, the slight dissonance between the two sections did not disappear, and with the rise of the Documentary Hypothesis,18 a new way of viewing these chapters presented itself with brutal simplicity. God is referred to quite consistently in chapter 1 by the word “God” (’elohim) alone. But starting in Gen. 2:4, exactly where the story of Adam and Eve begins, He suddenly becomes “the LORD God,” that is, the word “God” is now preceded by the Tetragrammaton (Y-H-W-H). This name is then used consistently from that point until the end of the story in chapter 3. To modern biblical scholars, this fact alone indicated that there were two different authors at work here. One writer referred to God in one way, the other in another way.


The other differences likewise seemed to fall into place. The writer who used the name “God” alone saw Him as a distant, cosmic deity, one who mostly spoke and gave orders; the writer who used the name “the LORD God” conceived of Him in more personal terms, as a divine humanoid who walked around and shaped things and made clothes and did not always know where human beings might be hiding (Gen. 3:8–9). If so, then there was nothing surprising about the fact that chapter 1 differed from chapter 2 in other particulars as well. The author of chapter 1 was apparently content to say that all of humanity, “male and female,” was created on the sixth day, without going into further details. This author may have known nothing about two individuals named Adam and Eve (or else he did not care to talk about them); indeed, he did not even mention the Garden of Eden in his description of the earth’s creation. By the same token, the author of chapters 2 and 3 did not seem to show any awareness of the creation account that was to precede his own: he begins his account (Gen. 2:4–7) as if he were starting to tell the story of creation from scratch:


 


When the LORD God was making the earth and the heavens—but before any wild plant was yet on the earth, and before any wild grass had yet sprouted, since the LORD God had not yet caused the rain to fall, and there was no one to plow the ground [anyway]—a flow came up from the earth, and it watered the surface of the ground. Then the LORD God shaped a man from the mud. . . .


Gen. 2:4b-7


 


Apart from the fact that these words seem to announce a wholly new beginning rather than a continuation of the preceding chapter, scholars noted one or two additional elements that appear to conflict with the description of the creation in chapter 1. Thus, this passage seems to say that man’s creation was begun “before any wild plant was yet on the earth, and before any wild grass had yet sprouted”; but according to chapter 1, plant life was created on the third day, long before the creation of man on the sixth. A little later (Gen. 2:19), this same account reports that the animals and the birds were created after Adam himself was—here was another apparent conflict with chapter 1.


A Priestly Writer


For all these reasons, modern biblical scholars came to believe that the book of Genesis actually contains two different, quite independent, accounts of the creation written by two different hands.4 Going further, they argued that the author of chapter 1 had strong affinities with the author of, specifically, those sections of the Pentateuch that deal with priests and their duties in the sanctuary (what scholars came to call the P source).5 They pointed to the occurrence of certain words favored by this priestly source in Genesis 1 as well. For example, one word for “work”—mel’akhah—is used dozens of times in priestly texts, but not nearly so much elsewhere in the Bible. It was certainly striking that this word mel’akhah is used three times in the last two sentences of the first creation account (Gen. 2:2–3); this insistence on the word almost seemed like a kind of priestly “signature” at the end of this account. Priestly texts also demonstrate a great concern for numbers and order, and such a concern certainly characterizes this opening chapter of Genesis. Priestly texts do use the name “the LORD” for God, but only when talking about things that occurred after this name had been revealed to Moses in Exod. 6:2; before that, God is simply “God,” just as here in Genesis 1. Priestly texts also avoid depicting God in human terms;6 He is a great, cosmic deity. All these things in chapter 1 suggested a priestly connection; as one modern scholar put it:


 


Anyone who expounds Genesis chapter 1 must understand one thing: this chapter is Priestly doctrine—indeed, it contains the essence of Priestly knowledge in a most concentrated form.7


 


Perhaps most striking of all for modern scholars was the whole matter of the sabbath.8 The sabbath, they noted, was a subject dear to priests. True, it is mentioned outside of priestly texts as well, but in priestly writings the proper observance of the sabbath is stressed in a way not found elsewhere. When they considered Genesis 1 carefully, they concluded that the sabbath—and not the creation per se—was its true subject. This whole account of how the world was made, they said, had been set forth in this six-day scheme so as to stress the importance of the seventh day, the sabbath. From the very beginning of the world, this priestly author was saying, the sabbath has existed; indeed, God arranged the creation into six “days” so as to be able to rest on the seventh day, and so should you. That, rather than a simple recitation of the facts of the creation, seemed to modern scholars to be the whole point of chapter 1.9


Hunter-Gatherers and Farmers


What of the story of Adam and Eve? Modern scholars sought to connect this account with the source of texts designated as J. Not only did this story use the name “the LORD” just as J texts do throughout, but it also depicted God in the anthropomorphic (humanlike) fashion found elsewhere in texts attributed to the J source. They found that when the J source talked about the creation, it exhibited little interest in how other aspects of the world came into being—the earth and the sky, or the sun or stars or fish or birds—nor, of course, did it mention the sabbath.10 What was important in this account, they said, were these first two humans and how the details of their creation related to later reality. And so, the story implies, later human beings are called “man” (’adam in Hebrew) because that was how the first created human was called, apparently because he was made out of the ground (’adamah). Likewise, people have to work for their food, the story says, and women have to suffer the pains of childbirth, because of something that happened long ago, when the first two human beings disobeyed God’s orders. These past events, in other words, are recounted in part because their effects continue to be felt today.


Beyond these basic points, scholars were (and still are) divided about the original purpose of the story of Adam and Eve. One interesting theory to emerge of late is that this story seems to reflect on a particular moment in the development of civilization—not so much the time of humanity’s creation per se, but a somewhat later moment, when people first learned the secret of agriculture and so ceased to live in what anthropologists call “hunter-gatherer” societies.11 Figuring out that seeds can be collected and then deliberately planted in fields was a great step forward for humanity: thereafter, people no longer had to wander from place to place to find edible plants and game (and risk going hungry if they found nothing).12 But agriculture also brought with it certain pains. To be a farmer meant working long hours under the sun, earning one’s bread “by the sweat of your face” (Gen. 3:19). At approximately the same stage of development, people in some societies also begin to wear more—and more elaborate—clothing, and this, too, was not an unmixed blessing. Before that stage, “the man and his wife were both naked, and they were not ashamed” (Gen. 2:25). Modern scholars also know that the discovery of agriculture in some societies coincides roughly with another discovery, that childbirth, too, is preceded by an act of “planting” that takes place nine months earlier. Before human beings understood this, women just mysteriously became pregnant and had babies.13 In such a world, a child’s progenitor may not necessarily understand that he has any specific relationship to the children who are born to this or that woman. But once the reason for childbirth is discovered, children are understood to have two parents, and sometimes a new social organization results, with a new division of labor. The man “will cling to his wife and they shall be one flesh” (Gen. 2:24); he will toil in the fields for his wife and his children. Correspondingly, the story seems to be saying, the woman will toil for her harvest, delivering offspring in pain and suffering. Indeed, if the children she bears are to be exclusively hers and her husband’s, then she will have to be his wife and no other’s.


Of course, no biblicist would claim that the Genesis story itself is a direct reminiscence of such a societal change—for that to be true, the narrative would have to go back to an implausibly early date. Rather, according to this theory, the story of Adam and Eve would appear to be a kind of speculative reconstruction. Ancient Israelites were not modern anthropologists, of course, but that would not have stopped them from trying to consider how certain basic changes might have come about—specifically, how humans came to be farmers, learned the secret of childbirth, and came to fashion clothes for themselves. All of these elements may be rolled together into the account of events attributed by scholars to the J source.14


As for the serpent in the story, he is said to be “clever” (Gen. 3:1), and he also serves to convince Adam and Eve to become clever, that is, to eat from the knowledge-giving tree. His appearance in the story may have some connection with the worship of snakes attested elsewhere in the ancient Near East; such a divine or semidivine serpent might have been deemed an apt vehicle for transmitting the sacred knowledge of agriculture and the other things that go with it.15 Or, the snake in the story may simply be an ordinary snake. After all, snakes were proverbially clever in the biblical world, and their lack of legs might indeed have looked like some sort of divine punishment: if so, this story explained their crime.


In short, for modern biblical scholarship, the opening chapters of Genesis combined two originally separate texts, each with its own agenda. The first set out in schematic fashion how the entire universe was created in six universal “days,” the better to stress the importance of the sabbath on the seventh day. The second account was focused much more narrowly on Adam and Eve, whose way of life seemed to represent something like that of “hunter-gatherer” societies, at least at the beginning of the story. What happens next—the serpent, the fruit of “knowing good and evil,” and all the rest—seeks to explain the transition from that sort of society to another, in which human beings cease to hunt, and have to work to eat, and wear clothes and live in families.


Scholars have also pointed out that this second account is full of what they call “folklore motifs.” Thus, by eating from the tree of “knowing good and evil” (as noted, this expression can also mean “knowing all things” in Hebrew),16 Adam and Eve not only found out about a lot of things—agriculture, childbirth, and so forth—but they became, in the process, a bit like God Himself. As God observes at the end of the story, “the man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil” (3:22). Yet there is a limit to how godlike humans can become, the story says. Like all creatures, humans still have to die, so they will never fully be like God; they will never be able to “take also from the tree of [eternal] life and eat and live forever” (ibid.). In this respect, scholars say, the story is reminiscent of Greek myths or other ancient folklore, explaining the basic facts of human nature or why life is the way it is. Folkloristic too is the presence of a talking snake or an object with special powers (in this case, a tree).


Two Sets of Interpretations


The two sets of interpretations of Genesis 1–3 pose squarely the question addressed by this book as a whole. How are we to read the Bible? The ancient interpreters’ understanding of these chapters was uplifting, even sublime: in them, God explained the most basic facts of our existence—how the universe was created, why we must die, and why, despite our best efforts, we end up sinning. The concern with morality and obedience to God is central. These lessons were prized by ancient Jews and Christians, and they were no small part of the reason why these religions made the study of Scripture such an important activity. But according to modern biblical scholars, to understand these stories in such a way is largely wishful thinking. What they are really about has much more to do with the priestly promotion of sabbath observance, and with the discovery of agriculture and the resulting change in societal organization.


It would be nice to be able to read the way the ancient interpreters did. In fact, especially to some Christians, it may be vital: the New Testament understanding of the crucifixion and resurrection as God’s remedy for the “Fall of Man” (see, for example, Rom. 5:12–19; 1 Cor. 15:20–22) depends on such a Fall actually having taken place. But modern scholars say that the idea of the Fall is not really there in the biblical text itself, only in the text as it was interpreted in ancient times. The story may be about a change in lifestyle—that is, in the way human beings make a living and dress and organize their society—but it is not about a change in the human beings’ very nature.


What modern biblical scholars say about the Bible is often not sublime or uplifting. Indeed, if they are right and what the Bible is really about is different authors with their particular interests and programs, if it has to do only with contradictory details and hunter-gatherer societies and folkloristic motifs, then why bother with it at all? On the other hand, there is no denying that at least some of modern scholarship sounds persuasive—the pattern of different names used for God, and corresponding to it, the different agendas and characteristics of J and P, and so forth. Like it or not, it seems impossible simply to shut out modern scholarship entirely. What to do?


Having posed the question in these terms, I might now simply proceed to try to answer it, but I believe that would be unfair to both sides of this debate. To understand fully the achievement of modern biblical scholarship and its implications, it is necessary to look at the whole Bible and not just one story. Likewise, the true character of ancient biblical interpretation—and a real assessment of its achievements—will not emerge from examining the first three chapters of Genesis alone. From either standpoint, it is necessary to continue.




3


Cain and Abel


GENESIS 4:1–16


[image: image]


The Body of Abel Found by Adam and Eve by William Blake.


THE SON OF SATAN AND THE WORLD’S FIRST MURDERER. HERMANN GUNKEL AND ANCIENT TALES. THE NOMADIC KENITES.


The story of Cain and Abel does not even fill a whole chapter, but it has long fascinated readers. How is it that Adam and Eve’s first son turned out to be a murderer—and what does this imply about human nature?


 


Expelled from the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve soon had their first children, Cain and Abel. The Bible recounts that these two sons chose different professions: Cain became a farmer and Abel a shepherd. When, one day, they decided to offer a sacrifice to God—Cain from his crops, Abel from his herds—God showed a preference for Abel’s offering, and this infuriated his brother.


 


So, when they were in the field, Cain rose up against his brother Abel and killed him. Then the LORD said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?” He said, “I do not know; am I my brother’s keeper?”


Gen. 4:8–9


 


Hearing this deceitful (and arrogant) answer, God sentenced Cain to leave his farmland and be a wanderer on the earth. When Cain objected that this would leave him exposed to attack, God reassured him: “Anyone who kills Cain will suffer vengeance sevenfold.” He then gave Cain some sort of “sign”—what kind is not specified—to ward off any potential attackers. Chastened, Cain trudged off to the life of wandering to which he had been condemned.


Coming right at the beginning of human history, this story seemed to ancient interpreters to contain a lesson about our very nature. It was bad enough that Adam and Eve had been unable to keep the only commandment that God gave them, not to eat the forbidden fruit. Now, however, humanity in its second generation took a turn that was still worse: left to their own devices, this story seemed to say, some people will stop at nothing, not even murder. Yet the story had a positive message as well. Cain’s crime did not go unpunished; there is a moral order in the universe. If he did not receive the death penalty for the crime of murder (as later biblical law would dictate, Exod. 21:12), Cain was nonetheless sentenced to walk the earth forever as a homeless wanderer. The unspecified “sign” given to him came to be understood as a mark of shame, the “brand of Cain.”


A Tale of Good and Evil


All this, however, did not explain what had pushed Cain to murder his own brother. To ancient interpreters it seemed unlikely that a single little incident—Cain’s anger over God’s preference for Abel’s sacrifice—could have led him to such a drastic step. There must have been more involved. And once again, a slight irregularity in the biblical story seemed to hold a clue. At the very beginning of the story, Cain’s birth is announced in the following words:


 


Now the man [Adam] knew his wife Eve, and she conceived and bore Cain, saying, “I have gotten a man with [the help of] the LORD.”


Gen. 4:1


 


It was odd, to begin with, for a mother to look at her newborn baby and refer to him as a “man.” The Hebrew word ’ish is never used for a baby or even a young boy (there is nothing in Hebrew like the English hybrid “man-child,” meaning a child of the male sex). The word ’ish means a grown man, and was sometimes even used as an honorific title, “sir.” What is more, although most modern translations render the last phrase in Eve’s words as “with the help of the LORD,” the word “help” is not in the text. What the Bible literally says is: “I have gotten a man with the LORD.” But what could Eve have meant by that?


Ancient interpreters did not contemplate these problems in isolation, of course; they knew full well that Cain had gone on to murder his brother, and so of course they tried to find a connection between these puzzling words and Cain’s later sin. The conclusion that they reached was nonetheless surprising: Cain, they came to believe, was a half-human, half-angelic creature, the son of the devil.


The word ’ish, ancient interpreters knew, was sometimes also used to designate an angel (Gen. 18:2; 32:24, and so forth); thus, if Eve called her newborn son an ’ish, perhaps what she meant was that he was actually an angel, or part angel. If, in the next breath, she went on to say that she had gotten him “with the LORD,” that might help explain how a female human ended up giving birth to an angelic being. Of course, she certainly did not mean to say that God Himself was the child’s father! She must have been using “the LORD” elliptically, as a shorthand way of saying “an angel of the LORD.” (This too, interpreters believed, was not altogether unique; a wicked angel is called simply “the LORD” in Exod. 4:24.) Given Cain’s evil nature, it simply stood to reason that the angel involved was a wicked angel, indeed, none other than Satan himself.19


The only problem with this theory was that the first part of the sentence cited above seemed to say unequivocally that Adam was the boy’s father: “Now the man [Adam] knew his wife Eve, and she conceived and bore Cain.” All modern readers of this text understand it to be using the biblical “know” euphemistically, as a reference to sexual relations. But perhaps not; perhaps what Adam in fact knew was that his wife had been made pregnant by someone else:


 


And Adam knew that his wife Eve had conceived from the angel Sammael [= Satan], and she became pregnant and gave birth to Cain. He was like the angels and not like humans, so she said, “I have acquired a man, indeed, an angel of the LORD.”1


Targum Pseudo-Jonathan, translation of Gen. 4:1


 


This interpretation of the story circulated widely in late and postbiblical times. Cain simply came to be known as the son of the devil; that was why he killed Abel—he was evil from birth. Such an understanding is reflected, for example, in the New Testament:


 


By this it may be seen who are the children of God and who are the children of the devil: whoever does not do right is not of God, nor he who does not love his brother. For this is the message that you have heard from the beginning,2 that we should love one another, and not be like Cain who was of the evil one and murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? Because his own deeds were evil and his brother’s righteous.


1 John 3:10–12


 


Similarly:


 


Having been made pregnant by the seed of the devil . . . she brought forth a son.


Tertullian, On Patience 5:15


 


The details thus fit together perfectly. The whole story of Cain and Abel turned out to be a classic struggle between good and evil. Cain, born of the devil, had been wicked from the start. How could God possibly have accepted a sacrifice from Satan’s own offspring? But God’s rejection of Cain’s offering in favor of Abel’s threw Cain into a murderous frenzy; nothing could stop him from shedding his brother’s innocent blood. His punishment was altogether justified, and the story as a whole was intended to serve as a warning to later generations: anyone who allies himself with the devil will be condemned as Cain was, branded as an outcast from the civilized world.3


Cain and Abel in Modern Biblical Scholarship


One question often asked by modern scholars about the stories of Genesis is: why was this written down? Underlying this question is the notion that there is nothing in the biblical world that quite corresponds to our idea of “literature.” Books were certainly not written for individual readers to purchase and read at their leisure; but even the idea of literature, of fictional worlds visited for a time and enjoyed, is a bit out of place in the biblical world. The same is true of our idea of “history,” that is, the systematic narration of past events to give people a knowledge of what happened long ago. Stories set in the past were told, but it was usually with a specific purpose in mind, especially with texts purporting to talk about earliest times. That purpose was neither literary nor historical, at least not in our sense. The purpose was to explain the present.


The first scholar to pursue this understanding systematically with regard to the stories of Genesis was a great German biblicist, Hermann Gunkel (1862–1932).4 Gunkel came of age at a time when the Documentary Hypothesis was all the rage in biblical studies, but he found its focus too narrow and confining. The very idea of constituent documents seemed to him misplaced. Many of the Bible’s tales of Israel’s remotest ancestors must have existed long before they became part of this or that “document,” he believed. They must have been passed on orally, in some cases for generations or centuries—and in order to be preserved they must have served some purpose, and played some role, in the life of ordinary people.


Adopting a concept from the study of folklore and mythology, Gunkel suggested that many biblical narratives had an etiological character, that is, their basic purpose was to explain how things came to be the way they are now (at the time of the story’s composition).5 Thus, if the Bible relates that Abraham and Abimelech swore an oath while standing next to a certain well, that would explain why today the same place is known as Beer Sheba, since in Hebrew Beer Sheba means, or sounds like it might mean, “Well of the Oath.” Other proper names too—place-names like Bethel and Babylon and Edom, or the names of people like Abraham and Jacob and Israel and many others—all have little narratives connected with them in the Bible; the stories explain these names via some incident, something that happened in the distant past, that resulted in a person or place being called in a certain way ever after.


Etiological stories, Gunkel noted, are not limited to names. Institutions in Israelite society, such as the hereditary priesthood or the existence of prophets or the division into twelve tribes, are likewise explained in the Bible as having come about because of this or that incident in the distant past. Thus: why are there prophets—why doesn’t God speak directly to all of Israel instead of using individual chosen messengers? It all goes back to something that happened one day at Mount Sinai. So too with foreign relations: why is it that we Israelites do not get along with our neighbors the Edomites? It all goes back to the two founders of our respective nations, Jacob and Esau, and what happened when they were boys. Even the story of Adam and Eve was found to have a complex of etiological elements in it: it explained how human beings were first created, as well as why women give birth in pain and men must earn their bread through toil and snakes slither legless on the ground and there is enmity between snakes and humans—all because of some incident that took place in the distant past.


Gunkel’s etiological approach to the stories of Genesis has proven to be remarkably influential. Many subsequent scholars have come to discern an etiological purpose behind various biblical stories—including the story of Cain and Abel.


An Etiological Tale


Cain’s name in Hebrew is also the name of a tribe in the biblical world, the Kenites. (The two are spelled differently in English, but in Hebrew the spelling is the same, qayin.)20 The Kenites were not part of Israel; they were a nomadic tribe that lived somewhat to the south of Israel’s settled territory. They are mentioned in several places in the Bible—in the books of Genesis, Numbers, Judges, 1 Samuel, and 1 Chronicles. (They seem to have been closely associated with other nomadic peoples who also lived in the southland.)


According to the etiological approach of modern scholarship, a story about someone named Cain is likely to have something to do with the Kenites. Indeed, if, as is often the case with etiological tales, So-and-so is the founder and embodiment of the people or tribe or city named after him, then a story about Cain will most probably be out to explain the particular characteristics of the Kenites—what they are like (from an Israelite standpoint) and more precisely, what happened in the past to make them the way they are now.6


The story of Cain and Abel contains one piece of evidence in particular that offers some support for the idea that its overriding purpose was indeed etiological. After God sentences Cain to leave his farmland and wander about, Cain immediately objects that “anyone who finds me may kill me” (Gen. 4:14). God then replies:


 


“Therefore, anyone who kills Cain will suffer vengeance sevenfold.”


Gen. 4:15


 


There are several ways of saying “anyone” in biblical Hebrew. Normally, “he who kills Cain” or “the man [or woman] who kills” would have done fine here. But this sentence passed up those phrases in favor of another way of saying “anyone” that envisages a whole potential class of people. What it literally says is “every killer of Cain.” By using this phrase, one might argue, the text seems to have tipped its etiological hand. For, why speak of more than one killer? Surely Cain himself could be killed only once, nor was a whole group of attackers necessarily required to do the job. It would therefore seem, according to this theory, that what the text really had in mind was Cain as a representative of all subsequent Kenites. What God says, in effect, is that “every killer of a Kenite” or “anyone who ever kills a Kenite” will suffer seven times the usual revenge. Thus, “Cain” here—and, in fact, throughout the story—seems really to be an embodiment, or a representative, of the tribe that was to bear his name.21


What do scholars know about that tribe? By its location to the south of biblical Israel and its nomadic way of life, the tribe of Kenites was associated in particular with two nearby peoples, the Midianites and the Amalekites. We know a bit more about these—they both have a reputation in the Bible of being fierce fighters, and there is ample evidence that they were feared in Israel because of their brutality. The Amalekites cruelly attacked the weakened Israelites after the exodus from Egypt (Exod. 17:8–16), and God eventually commanded Israel to “wipe out” their name (Deut. 25:19). He likewise commanded Israel to assail the Midianites (Num. 25:16; 31:2) for their hostility. If the Kenites were the close neighbors of these two peoples and shared their way of life, they were probably also viewed with suspicion and fear by Israel. Indeed, a certain Lamech, mentioned at the end of Genesis 4, is said to have boasted of his own ferocity in these terms:


 


Adah and Zillah, hear my voice! O women of Lamech, heed what I say!


I would kill a man to avenge a wound, or a boy for a mere bruise.


If Cain is avenged sevenfold, then Lamech seventy-seven!


Gen. 4:23–24


 


Lamech says this to scare off anyone tempted to attack him. But it is certainly significant that he can think of no better example of cruel, lopsided revenge than “Cain,” that is, the Kenites. It must have been that, from a very early period, the Kenites already had a reputation for killing seven of your people if you killed one of theirs. (The normal arrangement in the ancient Near East—and elsewhere—was the so-called law of the talion: that is, if you kill one of our people then we have the right to kill one of yours.)7


If so, one scholar has argued, the true import of God’s words to Cain cited earlier is now clear: “Anyone who kills Cain will suffer vengeance sevenfold” is the story’s way of explaining why the Kenites are an apparent exception to the law of the talion. It was God who granted them the right to take sevenfold revenge. This right was given to the Kenites as a form of compensation for their having been turned into nomadic wanderers: since they would not have city walls to protect them, they would be given the special deterrent of sevenfold revenge.


The other etiological element identified by modern scholars in this story is a bit harder to pin down, but it concerns the odd association of Israel’s God with the territory—and peoples—to its immediate southeast. Normally in the ancient Near East, gods were associated with this or that city or nation and would be located right there. That was true of Israel’s God as well—he “dwelt” on Mount Zion in Jerusalem or in other sacred sites within the country. Yet some of the Bible’s most ancient texts suggest that that had not always been the case—that His original locale was in Sinai, far to the south or southeast, or that He had “come from” Mount Seir or Mount Paran or Teman. The Kenites were in roughly this same area. If so, modern scholars reason, perhaps the Kenites had at one time worshiped the same God as the Israelites. Indeed, the Bible says that Moses married the daughter of a Kenite (Judg. 1:16), and it is while he was living with his father-in-law that Moses chanced upon the “mountain of God” and was summoned to His service (Exodus 3). To some modern scholars, this seemed a further indication that Israel’s religion had actually originated in the region of the Kenites and was only “imported” at some later stage to the land where Israel came to dwell.8


Thus, according to this theory, an etiological story about the Kenites would have to reckon with what, for later Israelites, were this tribe’s two outstanding characteristics, its ferocity and its odd association with Israel’s God. And that is exactly what the story of Cain and Abel appears to do. It tells about the Kenites’ eponym, Cain. He killed his own brother in a fit of jealousy—that certainly would explain why later Kenites are so fierce: they are all descended from a cruel murderer! What is more, when God exiled Cain and made him a wanderer for this crime, He allowed Cain to be an exception to the law of the talion and to take sevenfold revenge on his enemies. This further accounts for the Kenites’ ferocity. As for their worshiping Israel’s God, this too is explained by the story—naturally, from the standpoint of later Israelites. Cain, the story says, had once been a farmer—presumably he lived in the farmlands that Israel now inhabited. So of course he had worshiped the God who holds sway there. After Cain was exiled, he continued to worship this same God—which explains the Kenites’ odd connection to “our” religion.22


One further observation followed from this analysis. If the story of Cain was an etiological tale about the Kenites, then it could not be that Cain was originally thought to be the son of Adam and Eve; the sentence that asserts this (Gen. 4:1) must have been added on later, when the story was incorporated into the Bible.9 The reason is that biblical history relates that there was a great flood after the time of Cain, and it wiped out every human being except Noah and his immediate family. How could Cain be the ancestor of the Kenites, who lived long after the flood, if he were also the son of the first two humans and, consequently, lived before the flood? He and all his descendants would have perished in the flood, so there could be no Kenites later on. Therefore, according to this reasoning, the etiological tale of Cain must originally not have been located specifically before the flood; it must simply have taken place “sometime back there,” in the distant past, but not necessarily at the beginning of human history.10 Indeed, there are other indications within the story that its present location is artificial. For, if Cain is the eldest son of Adam and Eve and he has only one brother, whom he has just now killed, why does he complain to God that once he is exiled “anyone who finds me may kill me”? There is no “anyone” alive except his own mother and father.


The Sign of Cain


What about Cain’s “sign”? In the light of modern biblical lexicography, it would appear that there was none. The word translated as “sign” here, ’ôt, can indeed mean that, as in “signs and wonders.” But it also can mean “distinguishing mark” or even “pledge” or “oath”—and these seem far more appropriate in context. God says, “Anyone who kills Cain [= a Kenite] will suffer vengeance sevenfold”; the text then continues, “and He set it as a distinguishing mark [or perhaps, a pledge or oath] for Cain, to prevent any who might find him from slaying him.”11 In other words, Cain’s “sign” or distinguishing mark was God’s granting him the right to sevenfold vengeance.


Ancient interpreters, however, preferred to think that some actual thing, some physical sign, was given to Cain. Since this same word ’ôt came to mean, in later Hebrew, a letter of the alphabet, Targum Pseudo-Jonathan and other texts suggest that God actually engraved a letter of the alphabet on Cain’s forehead. Other ancient interpreters theorized that the sign consisted of a pair of ferocious-looking animal horns that might scare off any potential attacker. Still others proposed that God might have given Cain a dog to signal him at the approach of danger. Others said it was some kind of mark without entering into details; as already noted, this mark came in time to be thought of as a mark of shame, “the brand of Cain.”


The Typological Cain


One of the favorite ways of early Christians to read biblical stories was typologically, that is, as foreshadowing the events of the New Testament. Since Abel was a shepherd who was murdered, this immediately suggested that he might be a foreshadowing of Jesus, who is called “the good shepherd” (John 10:11) and who was murdered as well, crucified by the Romans. A tradition thus developed of understanding the whole story as a hint of the crucifixion.


 


But Cain took God’s commandment [to avoid envy] heedlessly; indeed, as the sin of envy grew overpowering within him, he murdered his brother with malice aforethought. Such was the one who founded the earthly city. However, he also symbolized the Jews, by whom Christ, shepherd of the flocks of men, was killed. [It is Christ] whom Abel, shepherd of the flocks of sheep, prefigures.


Augustine, City of God 15:7


 


It will be noticed that Augustine substituted the Jews for the Romans as the killers of Jesus. Modern historians know this to be untrue, but it served a useful purpose in Augustine’s time (and was hardly Augustine’s idea alone): after all, once Christians had begun to preach to, and try to convert, Romans to Christianity, it was expedient to shift the blame for the crucifixion away from the Roman governors of Palestine. Instead, Cain became, as Augustine says, a symbol of the Jews, and this biblical story, along with many others, was marshaled to the service of persecuting the Jews—in the Roman Empire and, unfortunately, long afterward.


Two Different Stories


Notwithstanding this sour note, it is striking to see again how differently our two sets of interpreters understand the Bible. It would not be an exaggeration to say that, in the light of the foregoing, the story of Cain and Abel actually turns out to be two very different stories.


For ancient interpreters, the story is all about crime and punishment, and about good and evil. Cain, as the offspring of Satan, was obviously destined for wickedness, whereas Abel was good. God’s rejection of Cain’s sacrifice was as inevitable as the subsequent shedding of his brother’s innocent blood. Whatever Cain’s sign was, it was some thing that was put on his body or given to him, the mark of a crime that would follow him all his days. Such was, by the Bible’s account, the human race in its second generation. For some early Christians, the whole story was also understood as a foreshadowing of the crucifixion.


For modern biblical scholars this episode was originally an etiological tale intended to explain the nature of the Kenites by relating an incident connected with their putative founder and eponym, Cain. Cain’s murder of his brother accounted for his descendants’ legendary ferocity, as did God’s special decree allowing them sevenfold vengeance. The fact that Cain was said to have been exiled from the settled farmland to live the life of a southern nomad also appears designed to explain a curious circumstance, namely, the connection of Israel’s God to the Kenites’ homeland. In the story’s version of things, the worship of Israel’s God must have traveled south with Cain and taken root in the desert wilderness. As for Cain’s “sign,” there actually was none—the word “sign” really refers to the distinguishing mark of the Kenites, namely, their sevenfold revenge.


If this story had only recently been dug out of the earth by modern-day archaeologists, it would no doubt be considered an interesting relic, an ancient Israelite reflection on the Kenites—but nothing more. As part of the Bible, however, the tale of Cain and Abel has always meant, and still seems to mean, so much more. Must that “so much more” be dismissed now that we know what modern scholars know? Or can we still hold on to the Cain and Abel of postbiblical interpreters, the story of good and evil locked in their eternal conflict?
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The Great Flood


GENESIS 6–8
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Going into the Ark by Philip James de Loutherbourg.
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After the time of Cain and Abel, the Bible relates that Adam and Eve had another son, Seth, and that humanity continued to grow in subsequent generations. But God eventually became displeased with human beings and resolved to bring a great flood on the earth to destroy what He had made. Only Noah and his family survived.


 


The story of Noah and the great flood is one of those biblical narratives that have caused many modern readers to denounce the God of the Hebrew Bible as “wrathful.” (This description is actually a leftover from an old Christian argument against Judaism: the Old Testament God is wrathful, the New Testament God is loving.) Here is not the place for religious polemics, but it ought to be observed that any view of God as only loving—a view which hardly does justice to either testament—eventually runs aground of reality. After all, we are just emerging from five or six decades of unprecedented world tragedies, not only wars and slaughter and industrial-scale genocide, but also several natural catastrophes, including at least one great flood (the tsunami of 2004, whose victims in the Pacific and Southeast Asia numbered more than a hundred thousand). It is fine to speak of God’s love for humanity, as both testaments do, but if that is all there is to God, then who is responsible for all the suffering in the world? The biblical story of the great flood presents a God who kills as well as keeps alive (see also Deut. 32:39), who is—as the Bible says elsewhere—both “the maker of good and the creator of ill” (Isa. 45:7), and such a description must, alas, have some resonance for our own times. But there is also the positive element that total disaster was ultimately averted—a remnant, Noah and his family, survived.


For ancient readers of the Bible, the story of the flood thus stood out first as a model of God’s power to destroy as well as to save. But the story itself was not without difficulty. What concerned ancient interpreters in particular was the reason for the flood: what was it that human beings had done that caused God to wish to wipe them out? True, Cain had murdered his brother, but later humanity seemed to have included a number of righteous individuals. In the generation after Cain, for example, the Bible notes that people “began to call on the name of the LORD” (Gen. 4:26), which certainly sounded like a good thing to do;1 somewhat later on came Enoch, who “walked with God” (Gen. 5:22, 24). In fact, Cain seemed to be the only truly bad person to have lived in those ancient days. Why destroy all of humanity because of one rotten egg? And even if one evil person was sufficient cause, why had God waited so many generations after Cain before actually bringing the flood?


For answers, the attention of ancient interpreters came to focus on the sentences that just precede the flood account:


 


When people began to multiply on the face of the earth, and daughters were born to them, the sons of God saw that they were fair; and they took wives for themselves of all that they chose. Then the LORD said, “My spirit shall not abide in humanity forever, since they are flesh; their days shall be one hundred twenty years.” The Nephilim were on the earth in those days—and also afterward—when the sons of God went in to the daughters of humans, who bore children to them. These were the heroes who were of old, men of renown. The LORD saw that the wickedness of humankind was great on the earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil, continually. And the LORD was sorry that He had made humankind on the earth.


Gen. 6:1–6


 


The passage was certainly puzzling. The phrase “sons of God” was generally understood to refer to the angels, and according to this passage their mating with human females apparently produced a race of superhumans, the Nephilim (the Hebrew term is obscure), “the heroes who were of old, men of renown.” Was not this the proximate cause of the great catastrophe?2 The idea of angels mating with humans certainly looked fishy; crossing divine lines for immoral purposes must indeed have been a serious offense. What is more, the angels seem to have done so for no more noble a reason than that they were attracted by the women’s bodies (“the sons of God saw that they were fair”); surely angels ought to be above such tawdry lusts. For these reasons, ancient interpreters saw a direct connection between this paragraph and the flood that followed. The wicked angels were responsible:


 


[Enoch said:] “In the generation of my father Jared, some from the height of heaven transgressed the word of the LORD. And behold, they commit sin and transgress the law, and have been promiscuous with women and commit sin with them, and have married some of them, and have begotten children by them. And there will be a great destruction over the whole earth, and there will be a deluge, and there will be great destruction for one year.”


1 Enoch 106:13–15


 


Moreover, if the humans were going to be destroyed in the flood, it did not seem fair that angels or their hybrid offspring should be the only guilty ones. Perhaps the humans had been complicit in this great sin, as another ancient interpreter suggested:


 


For thus they [the women] allured the Watchers [another name for this class of angels]3 before the flood; for as these [Watchers] continually beheld them, they lusted after them, and they conceived the act in their mind.


Testament of Reuben 5:6


 


This same tradition of the alluring women was known to the English poet John Milton, who describes


 


A Beavie of fair Women, richly gay


In Gems and wanton dress; to th’ Harp they sung


Soft amorous Ditties, and in dance came on.


Paradise Lost, 10:582–85


 


Noah the Preacher of Righteousness


At the same time, interpreters wondered about the figure of Noah. Why had he been saved? Although the Bible asserted that he was “a righteous man, blameless in his generation,” it did not mention a single righteous act that he performed before the flood. Even after the flood, as a matter of fact, Noah does not appear to be particularly virtuous; at one point he becomes intoxicated and lies naked in his tent (Gen. 9:21).


Still, there was one little detail that seemed to argue in his favor. In the passage cited earlier, the text reads:


 


Then the LORD said, “My spirit shall not abide in humanity forever, since they are flesh; their days shall be one hundred twenty years.”


Gen. 6:3


 


Interpreters felt that God could not have meant by this that from now on people would live only to the age of 120—after all, Noah himself went on to reach his 950th birthday, while his son Shem lived to the age of 600, his grandson Arpachshad to 438, and so forth. (It would not be until many centuries later that the righteous Moses would be limited to 120 years of life. On the other hand, how many humans now even come close to that age? If in Gen. 6:3 God was determining the life span of all humans henceforth, then logically each of us ought to live for exactly 120 years.) Interpreters therefore concluded that this verse was a warning to that particular generation that was then on earth: Shape up! If you people don’t start behaving better soon, I will kill all of you exactly 120 years from now.


Such an understanding is reflected, for example, in the translation of this verse found in the Septuagint, a Greek rendering going back to the third century BCE:


 


And the Lord God said: “My spirit will not abide with these men forever, because they are flesh, but their days shall be one hundred and twenty years.”


Septuagint, Gen. 6:3


 


But if these words were intended as a warning to that particular generation, then God must have passed the warning on to humanity in the same way that He did later on—through a human intermediary, a prophet. It thus seemed only natural that the words cited above, “My spirit shall not abide,” were spoken to someone for the purpose of warning all of humanity. And if Noah is later singled out as being “a righteous man, blameless in his generation,” then surely he must have been the one to whom God was speaking: like a prophet, he was sent by God to warn his contemporaries about the coming destruction, as well as to stress the power of repentance to save them:


 


Noah preached repentance, and those who obeyed were saved.


1 Clement 7:6 (also 9:1)


 


Noah preached repentance.


Clement of Alexandria, Miscellanies 1, 21


 


The righteous Noah used to warn them [his contemporaries] and say to them: Repent, for if you do not, God will bring a flood upon you.


b. Sanhedrin 108a


 


Here, then, was the full story of the flood as it was understood not only by ancient interpreters, but for centuries after them: God had warned humanity of its evildoing through the activity of the prophetlike Noah, who preached repentance to his contemporaries for 120 years. When, despite Noah’s warnings, the other humans did not amend their ways, punishment was inevitable. As the waters rose and engulfed most living creatures, a small band—Noah and his family, along with a representative sampling of animals to ensure the survival of their species as well—escaped in the great container ship or “ark” that Noah had built. Could there be a more obvious warning than the one embodied in this narrative? Those who fail to heed God’s words will be swept away, but those who obey will be saved, no matter how difficult the circumstances. This was how the story of Noah was understood for centuries and centuries.


A Startling Discovery


Then, late in the year 1872, the English Orientalist George Smith of the British Museum read a paper before the Society of Biblical Archaeology. The paper, “The Chaldean Account of the Deluge,” created an immediate sensation among his listeners and, soon, in the general public as well: in his paper, Smith reported on the discovery—in the ruins of ancient Nineveh, now in Iraq—of a group of cuneiform tablets that contained a story very similar to the biblical account of the flood. Smith had access to only part of what was to be known as the Epic of Gilgamesh, but soon other parts were published, and evidence of similar accounts of a flood also appeared in other ancient sources, a somewhat fragmentary Sumerian version as well as a separate Babylonian (and Assyrian) text, the Atrahasis Epic. Suddenly it became clear that the story of a great flood had been known all over ancient Mesopotamia and even beyond its borders.4


The Mesopotamian accounts differ from the biblical story in some details, but the resemblances are nonetheless striking. Here are some excerpts from Gilgamesh:


 


[The gods say to Utnapishtim, wisest of men:]


“Wreck (your) house, build a boat!


Forsake (your) possessions, seek (to save) life! . . .


Take aboard the boat the seed of all living things.”


[Utnapishtim obeys:]


What silver I had I loaded upon her,


What gold I had I loaded upon her,


What living creatures I had I loaded upon her,


I sent up on board my family and kin,


Beasts of the steppe, wild animals of the steppe,


All types of skilled craftsmen I sent up on board.


(The god) Shamash set for me the appointed time:


“In the morning, cakes galore,


In the evening, grains in rains,


Go into your boat and caulk the door.”


I gazed upon the face of the storm,


The weather was dreadful to behold!


I went into the boat and caulked the door . . .


Whatever was light was turned to darkness,


[He flooded] the land, he smashed it like a [clay pot].


For one day the storm wind [blew],


Swiftly it blew, [the flood came forth],


It passed over the people like a battle,


No one could see the one next to him,


The people could not recognize one another in the downpour.


The gods became frightened of the deluge,


They shrank back, went up to Anu’s highest heaven . . .


Six days and seven nights the wind continued,


the deluge and windstorm leveled the land.


When the seventh day arrived,


The windstorm and deluge left off their battle . . .


The sea grew calm, the tempest stilled, the deluge ceased . . .


The boat came to rest on Mount Nimush,


Mount Nimush held the boat fast, not letting it move . . .


When the seventh day arrived,


I brought out a dove and set it free.


The dove went off and returned,


No landing place came to its view, so it turned back.


I brought out a swallow and set it free,


The swallow went off and returned,


No landing place came to its view, so it turned back.


I brought out a raven and set it free,


The raven went off and saw the ebbing of the waters.


It ate, preened, left droppings, did not turn back.


I released all [the animals] to the four directions,


I brought out an offering and offered it to the four directions.


I set up an incense offering on the summit of the mountain . . .


The gods smelled the savor,


The gods smelled the sweet savor,


The gods crowded round the sacrificer like flies.5


 


The resemblance between Gilgamesh and the biblical flood story is certainly striking. In both texts we find the divine warning and commandment to build a ship; the further commandment to fill the ship with animals as well as the hero’s family; the account of a great storm (abbreviated above) and then its abatement; the ship’s landing atop a mountain; the trial release of birds to determine if the waters had receded; the offering of a sacrifice and libation on the mountain.


The discovery of the Mesopotamian flood texts proved troubling for traditional Christian and Jewish belief. The reason may not be immediately apparent. After all, if such a great flood had indeed taken place in ancient times, there ought to be nothing disturbing in the fact that some account of it survived outside of the Bible—on the contrary, the existence of other accounts would only seem to confirm the veracity of biblical history. But the fact that the biblical and Mesopotamian accounts agreed in so many details suggested to scholars that there was actually a literary connection between them: that is, the different accounts did not seem simply to agree on the events that had occurred, but on how those events should be retold, including things that could not have been based solely on historical observation. To mention one detail: why should the Bible have bothered to say that God “smelled the pleasing odor” of Noah’s sacrifice (Gen. 8:21—this corresponds to the last three lines of Gilgamesh in the passage cited)? Certainly such a vivid anthropomorphism was a bit odd in the Bible, and the text could have as easily said that God “was pleased” with the sacrifice—or said nothing at all. More to the point, however: how could any on-site observer of the flood and its aftermath know that God/the gods had smelled anything (short of seeing Him/them breathe in deeply just above the altar’s flames)? Surely this was not an observable event but an author’s assertion; and the fact that the same assertion, indeed, the very same expression, is found in both Gilgamesh and the Bible seemed to suggest that one text was dependent on the other, or that both derived from a still earlier source. The problem was that even the friendliest dating eliminates any possibility that the Mesopotamian accounts derive from the biblical story; the oldest fragments go back to early in the second millennium BCE, perhaps even earlier—long before the time of Moses and the traditional setting for the giving of the Torah and its account of the flood. As a consequence, most modern scholars today see in the biblical flood story a direct dependence on the Mesopotamian literary tradition.


There was another, more concrete reason for believing that the Bible had borrowed a Mesopotamian story. Much of the land of Israel is mountainous, and rainfall there is sparse; the idea of a great flood wiping out all animals and humans would be little short of incredible in such a setting. And, in fact, as far as geologists can tell, no significant inundation has ever occurred there. It does not rain that much in Mesopotamia either, but the flat plain between the Tigris and the Euphrates in the southland could certainly have allowed whole cities there to be inundated. Geologists have indeed detected evidence of such floods in that area—nothing like the universal flood described in the texts, but at least enough to get such a story started.


It is not surprising, therefore, that not long after George Smith gave his paper, a distinctly apologetic tone crept into theologians’ reckoning with the story of Noah and the flood. It was pointed out that, even if it was influenced by earlier accounts, “our” flood story had a tone and message quite different from that of the various Mesopotamian versions. In the Bible, the flood comes about as a result of human sinfulness (and not, as in Gilgamesh, because of human overpopulation and excess noisiness); Noah survives because he is virtuous, “a righteous man, blameless in his generation” (Gen. 6:9); God rewards him with continued life, but not with immortality, as was the case with Utnapishtim; the story ends in a solemn agreement or covenant between God and Noah’s family, a characteristically biblical idea. All this is true—but it did not quite put to rest the uneasiness created by the similarities between the biblical account and the much earlier Mesopotamian one.


The Flood and the Documentary Hypothesis


In the meantime, the flood story also provided modern scholars with further evidence for the interweaving in the Bible of different sources or documents originating from within Israel itself. Scholars noted, for example, that when God instructs Noah about the coming flood, the text says:


 


Then the LORD said to Noah, “Go into the ark, you and your whole household, for I have seen that you alone are righteous before Me in this generation. Take with you seven pairs of all clean animals, a male and its mate; and a pair of the animals that are not clean, a male and its mate.”


Gen. 7:2


 


The reason for taking seven pairs of clean animals is that God knows that Noah will want to offer Him sacrifices after the flood is over. It is a rule that only clean animals can be offered as sacrifices. (In biblical terminology, “clean” animals include, for example, cows and bulls and sheep and goats. Pigs and camels and lions and tigers are all examples of “unclean” animals.) Therefore, if Noah were to take only a single pair of sheep, for example, how would that species survive after Noah had killed one of the pair in order to make a sacrifice?


It is striking, however, that in the subsequent narrative, God’s instructions about the seven pairs of clean animals seem to have been disregarded:


 


And Noah with his sons and his wife and his sons’ wives went into the ark to escape the waters of the flood. Of clean animals, and of animals that are not clean, and of birds, and of everything that creeps on the ground, two and two, male and female, went into the ark with Noah, as God had commanded Noah. And after seven days the waters of the flood came on the earth.


Gen. 7:7–10


 


On the very same day Noah with his sons, Shem and Ham and Japhet, and Noah’s wife and the three wives of his sons, entered the ark; they and every wild animal of every kind, and all domestic animals of every kind, and every creeping thing that creeps on the earth, and every bird of every kind—every bird, every winged creature. They went into the ark with Noah, two and two of all flesh in which there was the breath of life.


Gen. 7:13–15


 


Where are the seven pairs? Scholars noticed another interesting fact: the instruction about seven pairs of clean animals is introduced by the phrase “the LORD said to Noah” (Gen. 7:1), using the specific name “LORD” (written with the Hebrew consonants Y, H, W, and H) for God, whereas the above-cited passages use exclusively the general Hebrew term “God.” This same divine name, LORD, then appears at the end of the story, in the account of Noah’s sacrificing:


 


Then Noah built an altar to the LORD, and took of every clean animal and of every clean bird, and offered burnt offerings on the altar. And when the LORD smelled the pleasing odor, the LORD said in His heart, “I will never again curse the ground because of humankind. . . .”


Gen. 8:20–21


 


This suggested that underlying the biblical account were, in fact, two different versions of the events. The “LORD” version was identified as belonging to the source designated as J; according to it, Noah offered a sacrifice after the flood was over—that’s why the “LORD” version also specified that Noah was to take seven pairs of “clean” animals. But, for one reason or another, this sacrifice was not part of the other version (identified by scholars as belonging to the priestly source, P); perhaps this priestly author was troubled by the idea of an untrained non-priest like Noah offering sacrifices, indeed, sacrifices that obey the laws of clean and unclean animals that are first specified later on, in the book of Leviticus. So this author said nothing about seven pairs. It was the combination of these two conflicting viewpoints, scholars said, that created this inconsistency within the biblical account itself.6


In short, for modern scholars the biblical story of Noah and the flood offers a glimpse at how the Bible was actually written, including some of the all-too-human mistakes that its authors had made along the way. This story was apparently incorporated into the Bible as part of an overall attempt to recount the world’s history from earliest times.23 In assembling that history, the biblical authors had turned to a number of ancient Mesopotamian traditions, including this one of a great, watery cataclysm that had struck the earth sometime in the distant past. (This tradition, to judge by the surviving texts, must have been quite well known in the region; its absence from the Genesis history would surely have made that history seem parochial and even incomplete.) The changes that were introduced into the Mesopotamian narrative—a single God instead of several gods; the flood as a punishment for sinfulness; survival, but not immortality, for the story’s hero—helped to make the story conform better to Israelite beliefs, but scholars have little doubt that the biblical narrative was ultimately based on one or another version of this Mesopotamian legend. What is more, the biblical narrative was found to contain significant duplications and contradictions, further evidence of its all-too-human character. But if so, can this be the word of God?7
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