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Preface

ocial World of Ancient Israel, 1250-587 BCE is a se
lective, not an exhaustive study of ancient Israel. Although the comprised
at least four different worlds : early Israel (1250-1000 BCE), the monarchy
(1000-587 BCE), the exile (587-537 BCE), and the post-exile (547-333 BCE), Social
World of Ancient Israel, 1250-587 BCE deals with only two of these worlds: early
Israel (Part I) and the monarchy (Part II). And we have selected only
representative social institutions from these two worlds , principally those
which are most important for understanding the world of the Bible and
those which are most often misunderstood by readers of the Bible today.
Finally, our readings of the biblical texts are meant only to highlight the
way in which a particular social institution functions, not to provide a
complete exegesis. We attempt to show the reader what the social sciences
can do for the interpretation of a text, not to summarize what all the other
methods of interpretation have done for it.
Villages and states were actually a complex of many similar, but distinct
social institutions. To make it easier to understand these similarities and
distinctions, each major part of this volume selects institutions from five
comparable areas of daily life: politics, economics, diplomacy, law, and
education. These five categories , it is hoped, will remind the reader of the
communal character of the biblical world. But to better explain this com
munal world to a modern audience which understands and appreciates
individuals better than institutions, we have reconstructed one or more
functions of each institution as if they were typical individuals in the world
of the Bible. Therefore, we explain the communal institution of politics with
chapters entitled "The Father" and "The Mother. "
Politics i s an institution fo r distributing power t o protect and provide for
the village or state. It is the structure developed by a society designed to
match both its ecological constraints and opportunities as well as to maxi
mize the abilities of households to contribute to the overall success of their
community. In the villages of early Israel, power was distributed to the
households administered by a father (chapter 1) and a mother (chapter 2) .
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When Israel was centralized into a state, power was distributed to a mon
arch (chapter 12) . A married and marriageable woman or virgin (chapter
13) in the royal household was a living symbol of the state to be provided
for and protected by the monarch .
Economics i s power over the land and children of the village or state. It
is the power to farm, herd, and bear children. The villages of early Israel
used economics to determine how its springs, wells, cisterns, fields, and
vineyards were to be preserved, exploited, and shared by various house
holds. The farmer (chapter 3) was responsible for agriculture, and the
herder (chapter 4) for the production and care of domestic animals. The
mother and the midwife (chapter 5) were responsible for bearing and rear
ing children. Like the economics of the village, the economics of the state
were also concerned with land and children. Taxation and slavery were two
important economic institutions which developed the natural and human
resources of the state. The priest (chapter 14) collected sacrifices or taxes
from the land, and the slave (chapter 15) provided the state with laborers
or children.
Diplomacy is the power to deal with the stranger. It is the power to trade
and make war. Diplomacy develops external or foreign policies . Trade is the
non-violent distribution of people and goods by means of negotiations and
covenant. War is the violent distribution of people and goods by means of
combat and covenant. The architect of village diplomacy in the world of the
Bible was the host (chapter 6 ) . In ordinary circumstances, villages used the
host to determine whether strangers were friends or enemies. And they used
the chief (chapter 7) and the legal guardian (chapter 8) to deal with extraor
dinary threats to their ability to work the land and bear children. In a state,
the monarch conducted war and trade with foreigners. The prophet moni
tored the trade and war policies of the monarch (chapter 16) .
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Law is the power to solve problems between neighbors. The legal system
which helped villages in the Mediterranean world solve their internal prob
lems was a code of honor and shame. Villages used the elder (chapter 9)
and the widow (chapter 10) to help maintain public order and resolve
conflicts. The state used the lawgiver (chapter 17) .
Education is the power to hand on culture to subsequent generations. On
the one hand, households with similar traditions made up a clan or educa
tional community. A clan or sib used labels to hand on values . Labels were
the reactions of the clan to the performance of its households. Labels of
honor like "wise" (chapter 11) rewarded a successful household for its
performance, while labels of shame like "fool" punished a household which
was failing. The state, on the other hand, used the storyteller (chapter 18)
to preserve and hand on its traditions which in ancient Israel resulted in
the development of the Bible which we have today.
Each chapter begins with an anthropology and ends with an ethnogra
phy. The anthropology describes how a social institution like hospitality or
prophecy functioned in the ancient Near East. We want this part of the
chapter to be clear enough so that after j ust one reading the reader under
stands the nature of the institution. It is vital to remember that the social
institutions which we reconstruct are typical, not definitive. They are in
tended to give our readers a sense of what the biblical world was trying to
accomplish and how it used a particular institution to achieve that goal.
Further study will allow readers to refine, correct, and even challenge our
proposals. The ethnography reads one or more biblical texts whose inter
pretation is enriched by understanding the world which it reflects. We want
this part of the chapter to help our readers realize that knowing something
about the cultural anthropology of the biblical world makes a difference in
the way we read the Bible.
Unless otherwise indicated, we quote the Bible from the New Revised
Standard Version (NRSV) . These quotations point to places in the Bible where,
in our opinion, the social institution we have reconstructed can be observed
in operation. In some cases the translation in the NRSV is not as accurate
from a social scientific perspective as we would like. Nonetheless, we de
cided not to alter it to support our reconstructions, but instead, to allow
our readers to see how differently modern people would translate and read
familiar biblical texts if they were better acquainted with the world of the
Bible from which they come.
Like Old Testament Parallels: Laws and Stories from the Ancient Near East
(Paulist Press, 1991) , with which we began our writing collaboration, Social
World of Ancient Israel also wants to make the advances of scholarship in
biblical and ancient Near Eastern studies accessible to a wider audience.
Both of us are avid undergraduate teachers, one at a public, the other at a
private university. Like everyone who teaches or takes an introductory
course to the Bible, we too are overwhelmed by more and more topics and
texts to teach and to study, and yet we find ourselves with less and less time
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to do so. Therefore, we have tried to write a book which will be easy to
understand and easy to use .
Writing Social World of Ancient Israel inevitably made us more conscientious
observers of the world in which we live, and the institution of the Scholar,
the Teacher, or the Writer to which we belong. Were we to describe the
anthropology of our own craft, it would certainly include a description of
the thoughtful attention which our colleagues have given to this book
during its writing. As expectations for teaching faculty continue to increase,
so does our appreciation for the men and women who have made time to
search for a draft of one of these chapters on a cluttered desk, read it, and
then use their own training and experience to evaluate it for us. Each has
immeasurably improved the quality of the work we have tried to do here,
and we are grateful to them all. Among those who gave us their time and
sent us their assessments are David C. Hopkins (Wesley Theological Semi
nary, Washington, D . C . ) , Rabbi Samuel E. Karff (Congregation Beth Israel,
Houston, Tex . ) ; Thomas W . Overholt (University of Wisconsin, Stevens
Point) ; Frank J. Glassy, M.D. (Sacramento, Calif. ) ; Michael M. J. Fischer
(Rice University, Houston, Tex . ) ; John W. Baker (Rice University, Houston,
Tex. ) , James W . Flanagan (Case Western Reserve University, Cleveland,
Ohio ) , and Patrick H. Alexander, our editor and friend at Hendrickson
Publishers.
Victor H. Matthews, Southwest Missouri State University
Don C. Benjamin, Rice University

Introduction:
Anthropology and the
Bible

T

he Bible reflects an exotic and fascinating
world. Although the world of the Bible is now extinct, the Bible itself
remains. And virtually everyone who knows anything about it soon begins
to wonder what people in the Bible were really like. The Social World of
Ancient Israel is a guide for such inquirers, whether they are full-time college
students, candidates for congregational ministry, or adult learners. Like
every anthropology, The Social World of Ancient Israel introduces the people
of one time and culture to the people of another. It is a book for those who
want to understand biblical people better, so that they can better under
stand the Bible which they hear, or read, or study, or pray, or according to
which they live.
The world in which the Bible developed was dramatically different from
the world in which we read the Bible. There are many ways to describe the
differences. The world of the Bible, for example, is ancient; our world is
modern. It is an Eastern world; ours is Western. The world of the Bible is
virtually changeless; our world is ever changing. It is agricultural; ours is
industrial. Biblical people think of their goods and resources as limited. We
consider ours renewable. They think of themselves as households; we think
of ourselves as individuals. In their world old age is a blessing; in our world
it is a burden. Their favorite genre of literature is story; ours is history. And
perhaps most difficult of all for us to understand, in the world of the Bible
there is no separation between religion and daily life or between church
and state.
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These differences are not accidental or superficial. They profoundly influence
the way we live. The values of the world of the Bible are not right and the
values of our world wrong; they are simply different from one another.

An Ancient, Not a Modern World
The world of the Bible is 3 , 000 years older than our world, and the years
significantly affect our ability to understand it accurately. Even when we
can recall an event, the passage of time blurs the context. Just sorting
through old photos or reading old newspapers reveals how time separates
us even from experiences in which we took part. We stare at a snapshot
and wonder where we were, what we were doing, whether we were happy
or sad. We scan old headlines and find many of them are almost meaning
less. We do not know why we took the picture, or why a reporter wrote that
article.
Several calendars have been designed to measure and describe the time
between our worlds. Today, there is a common calendar used for scheduling
business and political events. There are also calendars dating religious and
cultural events. And there are academic calendars which mark develop
ments in a particular art or science. According to the common calendar,
we live in the twentieth century of the Common Era; according to the
Christian calendar we live in the twentieth century AD. Biblical people, on
the other hand, lived in the twelve centuries before the Common Era or in
the twelfth century BC. According to one academic calendar, we live in the
Industrial or the Space Age, while biblical people lived in the Bronze or the
Iron Age.
The common calendar is almost identical to the Christian calendar intro
duced by Pope Gregory XIII in 1582. In the Christian or Gregorian calendar
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the year one-there is no year zero-celebrates the birth of Jesus Christ,
and hence is called 1 AD, an abbreviation for the Latin phrase " anno
Domini" meaning " in the year of the Lord . " Dates before 1 AD in the
Christian calendar carry the suffix BC abbreviating the English phrase "be
fore Christ. " In the common calendar, the year one marks the beginning of
the era common to Jews, Christians , and Muslims, and hence is called 1 CE.
Dates before 1 CE carry the suffix BCE. The numbers for the years are exactly
the same in both calendars.
Before 1900, anthropologists and archaeologists designed an academic
calendar with periods named for the raw materials which humans used to
make tools and weapons. Scientists now think the Earth was formed some
four and one-half billion years ago and that the first humans probably
appeared in Africa about two and one-half million years ago. Since these
first humans used stone or flint to make weapons and tools, the archaeo
logical calendar labels the period beginning in 2 ,500,000 BCE the " Stone
Age. " The "Bronze Age" begins about 3 , 000 BCE and the "Iron Age" about
1250 BCE. Although research now shows that the names of the periods in
this calendar no longer correspond to the actual dates when humans began
to use a particular raw material, they are still used to mark significant
thresholds in human development.

An Eastern, Not a Western World
Our world developed from the western Mediterranean cultures of Greece
and Rome. The Bible developed in the eastern Mediterranean cultures of
Mesopotamia, Syria-Palestine, Asia Minor, and Egypt. Many ways of think
ing and doing things which we take for granted did not even exist in the
ancient Near East.
For example, philosophical thinking about abstract concepts like good
ness and truth and beauty-or even history and religion-are peculiarly
Western. In eastern Mediterranean cultures thinking was a graphic, not an
abstract process (Breasted 1986:7-8 ) . There are not even words in eastern
Mediterranean languages for many of the concepts introduced by Greek
philosophy into Western culture.
Likewise, Westerners reason or work out problems in a linear fashion like
balancing one playing card on the other. Linear logic or problem-solving
was unknown in the ancient Near East. In the world of the Bible, humans
reason in a circular pattern like rolling up a ball of yarn or a garden hose.
Consequently, discussions in the biblical world like those in the book of Job
appear illogical to Westerners. Even though the text says "Job responded, "
his responses seldom mention the arguments o f his dialogue partners. Only
when the discussion is complete is it possible to see that the question has
been adequately covered.
Eastern people never thought about the world as having been created
from nothing (Westermann 1984:98-100; 109-10) . Nothing, like other ab-
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stract concepts, never appears in their vocabulary (Kramer 1956:71-96) . For
biblical people, the Creator was not a magician who made something from
nothing, but an administrator who organized the cosmos out of chaos . In
the beginning there was not a vacuum, but a flood. Creation was a question
of management. The Creator knew where everything was supposed to go,
and how to put it in place.

A Changeless, Not a Changing World
Our world promotes change, while the Bible endorses stability. In the
world of the Bible, change was a threat and a danger. Today change drives
our economy, dictates our tastes, and shapes our lives. Today no one really
wants to wear old clothes, drive old cars, or espouse old ideas.

An Agricultural, Not an Industrial World
Our world today is an industrial world. The foundational metaphors in
our world are images drawn from production, which controls and exploits
nature. When it is dark we turn on lights. When we want to get up we set
an alarm clock. The world of the Bible is agricultural. In an agricultural
world human life is synchronized with nature. Work ceases when daylight
disappears, and people sleep until it is light again. Farming and herding
become the foundational metaphors or basic analogies which people use to
understand their daily life (Eilberg-Schwartz 1990:115-40) . Agricultural
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metaphors abound in the Bible. It describes the herder as a draft animal
(Hos 10: 11 ) , the farmer as an olive tree (Jer 11:16), the childbearer as a vine
(Ps 128:3), and the newborn as first fruits (Gen 49: 3 ) . It describes Israel' s
enemies a s predators (Isa 5:29) and Yahweh a s a shepherd ( P s 2 3 ) . I n an
agricultural world, every human challenge can be met by carefully studying
the world of plants and animals. God, parents, siblings , friends, sex part
ners, enemies, and even birth and death are all evaluated by carefully
observing nature . The life cycles of plants and animals create an archive of
metaphors which farmers and herders use to understand and interpret their
relationships . And the world of plants and animals not only mirrors or
parallels the human world, but also serves as a model for what the human
world should be.

A Limited, Not a Renewable World
Today, we consider our resources unlimited or renewable. We are con
sumers. Biblical people , however, considered their goods and resources to
be limited. They were conservationists. They rationed everything because
they believed goods were irreplaceable (Malina 1986:87-89) . Goods can be
redivided, but no new resources can be discovered. For example, there were
no new or uninhabited lands where a landless people could migrate without
disturbing anyone else . All the land in the world already belonged to
someone. If Hebrews without land were ever to have land, they had to take
someone else's land. Everything in the world of the Bible already belonged
to someone. For anyone to receive, someone had to give. For anyone to win,
someone had to lose.

A Communal, Not an Individual World
Today we census our population by counting individual adults. The Bible,
in contrast, counted households. Today, a single individual can earn an
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adequate living, marry, parent, buy, sell, pay taxes , and vote. In the world
of the Bible an individual could not survive. An individual was not socially,
economically, or politically viable. An individual could not make a living,
marry , parent , buy , or sell . The world of the Bible was dyadic , or group
oriented, which means that only members of a household, a village, and a
tribe could survive (Malina 1986:18-20 ) . An individual without a house
hold, a village, or a tribe was a convict sentenced to death.
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A World Where Aging, Not Youth, Is a Blessing
Our world idolizes youth and considers old age a burden. Today, the
elderly are retired, not sought out for their knowledge and wisdom and
experience. The world of the Bible venerates age as an award for experience
and an emblem of wisdom. The old are wise; the young are foolish (Blank
1962 ) . The old are teachers; the young are learners (Prov 7:24; 8 :32-6; Job
12:12 ) . The old know that without discipline there is failure; the young are
easily tempted to think success comes without sacrifice . The young are
warriors who have the strength to fight and to die (Num 1:3); but only the
old have the wisdom to counsel, to govern, and to prophesy so that the
people might live in peace (Jer 1:6; 1 Kgs 3 :7; Prov 20:29 ) .

A World of Story, Not History
Common questions asked today about the Bible are : "Did it really hap
pen ? " or "Is the Bible history, or just a story? " For modern Westerners,
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histories are the objective or uninterpreted presentations of the military,
political, economic, or cultural events of a nation. This kind of history first
became popular in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries with the rise of
Western democracies. Previously, the highly interpreted accounts of a na
tion were commonly labeled "propaganda. " If people were going to be
responsible for choosing their own governments, they wanted to form their
own interpretations of events, not have them explained by their rulers. We
still pride ourselves in being individuals because we have a strong commit
ment to make up our own minds. We want news or history. We do not want
people delivering us editorials, haranguing us with propaganda, or telling
us stories. Just give us the facts and we will decide what they mean on our
own. Since we place such a premium on the genre of history, we assume
that a writing as important as the Bible must be history.
For the people of the biblical world, history as we understand it was
almost meaningless. For them, uninterpreted facts were of no help at all in
understanding who they were. Consequently, the two most common genres
in the Bible are story and law, not history. But biblical stories and laws are
not lies or propaganda. Storytellers in the world of the Bible did not j ust
make up the Bible, but they did explain what was going on around them
in colorful and artistic language, which we lovers of history must patiently
learn to understand and appreciate. History is the genre of "what hap
pened? " Story is the genre of "what does it mean ? " One does not exclude
the other, but they are different. The historian is a scientist; the storyteller
is an artist. Both make only limited observations of all that occurs in their
worlds.

A World of Established Religions, Not Religious Pluralism
Culture, society, and religion were coextensive in the biblical world. There
was no atheism and there was no separation of church and state. These are
modern legal fictions whose role in contemporary Western and industrial
cultures is certainly important, but played a minor role in the world of the
Bible. Culture, society, and religion are terms which refer to a traditional
complex of social institutions governed by law and handed on from one
generation to the next by tradition. They include all the reactions, habits,
techniques, ideas, values , and behaviors which humans learn and teach.
Culture, society, and religion are specifically and exclusively human prod
ucts (Kroeber 1948: 7-8 ) . Humans are unique in being able to speak, to
create symbols, to abstract, and to generalize. No other creatures can
transcend time arid influence other generations with these faculties by
handing on their learning, knowledge, and accomplishments.
Religion pervaded every activity of daily life in the world of the Bible
(Breasted 1986:4) . It was never limited to a single day or a prayer before
eating or sleeping. Biblical people used religion to explain and to manage
their natural surroundings. Every hour of the day had its religious signifi-
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cance, every season of the year had its sacred feast days, and the ordinary
and extraordinary chores of every household were celebrated with ritual.
The religion of the ancient world inspired its culture, and handed it on from
one generation to the next. Every art and science was sacred, and had a
different purpose and a different motivation from the art and science of
today. In the biblical world the arts and sciences were a profession of faith.
Consequently, there is no single chapter in Social World of Ancient Israel on
the religion of ancient Israel because every chapter about its world is a
chapter about its religion.

Anthropology: A Definition
Despite all the differences between the world in which the Bible developed,
and the world in which we use the Bible today, there is still a common
humanity and a common search for a fully human life which draws these
two worlds together. In both worlds there are people searching for their
proper place with one another, with nature, and with God.
Anthropology is a social science which can open many doors between
today's world in which the Bible is read and yesterday' s world in which the
Bible developed. By observation, not by laboratory experiment, anthropol
ogy seeks to understand the principles that govern human physical and
cultural development (Beals and Hoijer 1971:5) . Anthropologists ask: "What
kind of creatures are human? What kinds of humans are there? How did
humans evolve? How were they distributed over the earth? How are human
communities organized? How do their social institutions work? What kinds
of arts and sciences do humans use? And how do necessity, reason, and
luck influence human development? " (Montagu 1974 : 23 ) . One of the most
important questions in anthropology concerns how the physical constitu
tion of humans and their cultural characteristics are related. What is the
relationship between nature and nurture (Kroeber 1948:2; Beals and Hoijer
1971:3)?
Because so many human physical developments were stimulated by cul
tural evolution, physical anthropology and cultural anthropology are inter
dependent. For example, hunting, a cultural development, stimulated such
human physical developments as upright posture which freed the hands for
toolmaking and led to the expansion of the brain. And human hunters
developed improved functional traits like the ability to solve problems (Mon
tagu 1974:xii) . During the nineteenth century, scholars like Charles Darwin
and Carveth Read worked to understand the extent to which anatomy and
culture depend on one another.
Although anthropology is related to a wide range of other social sciences,
it principally studies the behavior and material culture of humans as a
group, as do history, political science, economics, sociology, and geography,
rather than the human individual as psychology does. Sociology is the area
of anthropology which studies how cultures organize themselves (Kroeber
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1948:7-10) . Although, originally, sociology studied only existing cultures,
today it is equally interested in ancient and extinct cultures (Kroeber 1948:
12; Gottwald 1979) .

History of Anth ropology
Today, anthropology does not assume evolution or progress, although
such assumptions were once common (Kroeber 1948:6). And the relation
ship of one culture to another is predetermined not by chronology or by its
relationship to twentieth-century Western, industrial culture. Earlier hu
man cultures and the practices of cultures which differ from those in
twentieth-century, Western, industrial culture are not, because of that fact,
primitive or savage (Douglas 1966:23-24; pace Tylor 1891) .
In antiquity, there was an interest in the world of the Bible even before
the Bible was canonized in the shape we have it today (Kohler 1957: 11-12) .
Ancient geographers, for example, noted that the Mount o f Olives "lies
before Jerusalem on the east" (Zech 14: 14) , and ancient anthropologists
explained that "the one who is now called a prophet was formerly called a
seer" (1 Sam 9:9) .
Likewise, Herodotus, who lived between 484-425 BCE, has often been
called the first anthropologist (Montagu 1974:21-47). His supporters point
out that more than half of the nine volumes in his History study the peoples
known to the Greeks under the same basic categories used in anthropology
today (Kroeber 1948:13) . He describes the kinship, marriage, economics,
technology, and religion of the peoples whom he encounters (Bereman
1971:33). However, Herodotus' critics disqualify him from the honor of being
the first anthropologist because of his ethnocentrism. He judged every other
culture on the basis of Greek culture and concluded that all other cultures
were barbaric (Rowe 1965:2; Hoebel 1972 :56) .
During the Renaissance, a concern for the social world of ancient Israel
also appears in the interpretive tradition. For example, Cornelius Bertramus
published a book on the relationship of religion and government in biblical
Israel (1574) ; Cavolus Sigonius wrote a study of biblical politics (1583 ) ;
Martinus Geier composed a work on biblical ritual (1656) . Johannes Henri
cus Ursinus concentrated his research on the trees of the Bible (1663), and
Hadrianus Relandus wrote a book on the monuments of antiquity in Pales
tine (1716) .
During the nineteenth century W . Robertson Smith (1889) introduced
anthropology into his study of the Bible by comparing the culture of ancient
Israel with the culture of bedouin Arabs. But it was during the twentieth
century that the groundbreaking work of Hermann Gunkel on biblical
folklore (1917) and of Alfred Bertholet (1919 ) , Johannes Pedersen (1920) , and
Gustaf Dalman (1928-39), on the culture of biblical Israel, pioneered the use
of anthropology in biblical interpretation. Slowly it became apparent that
while naming and dating the principal persons, places, and events may
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be appropriate for understanding written literature, these are less critical
when working with oral tradition. Oral tradition avoids naming names and
accepts a timelessness that blurs dates. Interpreting oral tradition requires
an understanding of the social institution (German: Sitz im Leben) in which
these traditions developed and were told. Social institutions use oral tradi
tions to educate and to motivate people in the essentials of survival. It is as
important to study Israel' s social institutions to understand its traditions as
it is to study Israel' s traditions to understand its social institutions.
But despite these breakthroughs few biblical scholars immediately began
using anthropology to interpret the Bible (Rowley 1952) . There was the
work of Albrecht Alt on the early forms of Israelite tradition and state
development (1925, 1929, 1930) , of Roland de Vaux, who attempted a recon
struction of the life and institutions of ancient Israel (1958) , and of Martin
Noth, who examined Israel' s tribal system (1960) . Nonetheless , anthropol
ogists continued to include ancient Israel in their research (Lewis 1971;
Kapelrud 1967; Eliade 1964; Evans-Pritchard 1964) . One such classic
study was Ancient Judaism , published in 1920 by the G erman sociologist
Max Weber; another was Myth, Legend and Custom in the Old Testament by
Theodor Gaster, who pursued Gunkel' s interests in folklore (1950, 1969 ) . But
by the end of the twentieth-century, biblical scholars were applying the
work of anthropologists to virtually every area of daily life in the world of
the Bible. Some of the most vital work being done by anthropologists today
has great significance for understanding the Bible and its world. Every
chapter of Social World of Ancient Israel cites their works, which are collected
together in the bibliography at the end of the book.

Culture is always a delicate blend of story and daily living , of mythos and
ethos. Mythos is the story a people tell. Ethos is the way a people live.
Biblical scholars study one , anthropologists the other. It is impossible to
understand any culture, ancient or modern, without studying both. Stories
make sense only in the light of the social institutions where they develop,
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and social institutions are intelligible only when they are interpreted in
stories . Biblical people preserved their cultural identity not simply by re
peating their stories , but by developing social institutions which reflected
their values . Throughout every period of biblical history-early Israel, the
monarchy, the exile and the post exile-mythos and ethos together helped
the biblical people maintain their identity. To divorce mythos and ethos-to
study only the Bible without its social world-incorrectly assumes that
ideas alone, disconnected from material and social reality, have the power
to transform individuals and society (Elliott 1986:76-77) . They do not. If we
are to continue to study the Bible of ancient Israel profitably, we must better
understand the world from which it comes.

PART I

Ancient Israel as Villages

T

he two most important social institutions in the
Mediterranean world were the village and the state. Both appear in the
Bible. Early Israel was a village culture, and the monarchy was a city
culture or state. Villages use a decentralized political system to feed and
protect their people; states use a centralized system.
The first Hebrew villages appeared in the hills or highlands of Judah, west
of the Jordan River and north of Jerusalem. Archaeological surveys suggest
that their initial growth took place around 1250 BCE (I. Finkelstein 1989:5359; Zertal 1986; Kochavi 1972 ) . No dates for the ancient world are absolutely
accurate, but some are more accurate than others. Three prominent wars
help date the appearance of these Hebrew villages.

The Appearance of Hebrew Villages
Egypt and the Hittites (1286 BCE)
The first war took place around 1286 BCE. Pharaoh Ramses II of Egypt and
Hattusilis III, the Great King of the Hittites in today's central Turkey, b attled
at Kadesh on the Orontes River in today's Syria. For more than one hundred
years, Egypt and Hatti wrestled for control of Syria-Palestine. The conflict
drained the resources of both super powers. Following this famous but
inconclusive battle at Kadesh a treaty was signed.
In the early 1900s archaeologists recovered both Egyptian and Hittite
versions of the treaty. In the Egyptian version, Ramses II elaborates his role
in negotiating the treaty. He had one copy carved in hieroglyphics on the
walls of the Temple of Amon in Karnak and another on the walls of the
Ramesseum, his funeral chapel in the Valley of the Kings. Both are located
near today's Luxor in central Egypt. The Hittite edition is a more sober legal
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document written on clay tablets in Akkadian cuneiform, which was the
diplomatic language of the ancient Near East. Archaeologists recovered the
tablets from the archives of Hattusas, the Hittite capital.
The treaty of Ramses II and Hattusilis III was a remarkable political and
military accomplishment. It was motivated both by Egypt' s and Hatti' s need
for economic recovery and the increasing military threat of the Sea Peoples
migrating across the islands of today's Greece and into the eastern Mediter
ranean. The treaty ended the war and liberated the people of Syria-Palestine
from both Egyptian and Hittite domination. Peace ensued for virtually the
next fifty years. But the withdrawal of the Egyptians and the Hittites from
Syria-Palestine was not an unqualified blessing for its indigenous peoples.
Population, for example, dropped dramatically. Cities and towns collapsed,
trade caravans vanished, and the Late Bronze period (1500-1250 BCE ) came
to an end (Coote and Whitelam 1987:122, 129 ) . By 1250 BCE perhaps sixty
percent of the people of Syria-Palestine had died from starvation due to crop
failures, which followed subtle changes in climate and the exhaustion of
natural resources . Famine led inevitably to the outbreak of regional wars
and endemic diseases aggravated by shifting populations. These disasters
were not isolated and sporadic but ongoing. Some of Egypt and Hatti' s
former villagers and slaves i n Syria-Palestine took advantage of their free
dom and tried to insure their households against an uncertain future by
migrating into the hills where they reestablished abandoned villages or
founded new ones of their own. Among these refugees were the ancestors
of biblical Israel.

Egypt in Syria-Palestine (1224-1214 BCE)
The second war took place during the reign of Pharaoh Merenptah (or
Merneptah; 1224-1214 BCE ) , who commissioned his scribes to prepare a
hymn of victory celebrating his triumph over the Libyans in the fifth year
of his reign. They used a stele originally inscribed by Amenhotep III (13981361 BCE) . In 1896, excavators recovered this granite column, which is
almost seven and one-half feet high and three and one-quarter feet wide,
from Merenptah' s funeral chapel at Thebes. It is now in the Egyptian
Museum in Cairo . The end of this hymn includes an excerpt from his annals
recording similar victories over Asiatic peoples in Syria-Palestine. The stele
contains the only mention of Israel yet discovered from the Egypt of this
period. As a result, it has been used to argue that the Israelite group which
Merenptah encounters in Syria-Palestine before 1200 BCE was founded by
the Hebrews who must have fled Egypt before 1250 BCE.

Sea Peoples' Invasion of Egypt (1194-1163 BCE)
The third war took place between 1194 and 1163 BCE. The outside walls of
Medinet Habu, which is the funeral chapel of Ramses III in the Valley of the
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Kings in Egypt, celebrate Egypt's war with the Sea Peoples. Following their
invasion of Egypt, some of the Sea Peoples settled along the coast of Syria
Palestine to become the Philistines of the Bible. The arrival of the Sea
Peoples after 1200 BCE was a major influence in the centralization of the
Hebrew villages by David to form a state after 1000 BCE.
Therefore, based on current archaeological dates for the war between
Egypt and the Hittites (1286 BCE ) , Egypt's wars in Syria-Palestine (1224-1214
BCE ) , and the war between Egypt and the Sea Peoples (1194-1163 BCE ) , many
scholars now date the appearance of ancient Israel to 1250 BCE, after the end
of the Late Bronze period and before peoples like the Philistines and Israel
in Syria-Palestine began to affect seriously the foreign policies of Egypt.

Establishment of Hebrew Villages
Some of the stories in the books of Joshua and Judges describe the arrival
of these settlers as a conquest, but other stories portray their arrival as part
of a mass migration from or as a revolt against the cities on the plains along
the Mediterranean coast (Isserlin 1983:85-93) . Throughout Syria-Palestine's
history, herders migrated from the Sinai and other regions to settle there
(Strange 1987 : 18 ) . But it seems unlikely that all these villages were founded
by Hebrews who invaded Syria-Palestine like the Sea Peoples (Albright
1966 ) , or by migrants who infiltrated unoccupied areas (Alt 1925; Noth
1960) or by revolutionaries who overthrew the states of Syria-Palestine
(Mendenhall 1973; Gottwald 1979 ) . The settlement picture is too complex to
credit any one of these groups exclusively.
Furthermore, archaeological evidence that these Hebrews were outsiders
or invaders is questionable. The material remains in their villages are
neither foreign nor military. And nothing in the ruins of these villages
points to the Hebrews as warriors who invaded Canaan or revolutionaries
who overthrew it. These villagers were farmers and herders from civilization
centers in the foothills and on the plains of Syria-Palestine, not nomads
from the desert (de Geus 1976: 159; Ahlstrom 1984: 171) . The economy of
these villagers was agricultural, not military. They left almost no weapons
fo r excavators to discover. They built few walled towns or monumental
buildings . Giloh, south of Jerusalem, is a major exception. They came from
inside, not outside, Syria-Palestine . The writing, language, material cul
ture, and religious traditions of the Hebrews who resettled or founded these
villages link them to the Canaanite culture found throughout Syria-Pales
tine (M. Smith 1990: 1-40 ) . However, given the disintegration in the pre
viously heavily populated areas of the coastal plain and the foothills, these
villages were not simply colonies founded by the cities of the plain (Frick
1989: 90) . These pioneers did not wage war, they survived war. What these
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early villagers had in common was that they were social survivors who fled
the famine, plague, and war which brought the Bronze Age to an end
(Stiebing 1989 ) . These Hebrews were segments of the population who for
environmental or economic reasons removed themselves from the urban
centers of Canaan and settled into a politically less complex society in the
hills along the Jordan (Chaney 1983:51; Lenski and Lenski 1978: 229 ) . They
left a centralized state culture and created a decentralized village culture
(Salzman 1980:4) . There was no stigma to be attached to their decision. It
was simply a sign of the adaptability and flexibility inherent within the
world of the Bible at the end of the Late Bronze period.
N onbiblical literature from the period suggests that these villages may
have originally been no more than camps from which bandits (Akkadian:
biipiru) raided caravans on their way to and from Damascus (Judg 11:4-11;
Coote and Whitelam 1987:131; Soggin 1981:207) . After the battle of Kadesh,
it was impossible for Egypt, Mycenae, and Hatti to protect the trade lanes
along which their ships and caravans traveled. As a result, the goods upon
which these bandits preyed soon disappeared. This made it necessary for
the bandits to agree to cease hostilities and cooperate with one another in
order to meet the environmental and economic challenges of life in a
marginal region, now cut off completely (Coote and Whitelam 1987: 132) .
Hebrew villages were politically quite simple and egalitarian societies
(Chaney 1983:51; Lenski and Lenski 1978:229) . Archaeologists have identi
fied more than three hundred village sites in the hills which date from the
Iron I period (1250-1000 BCE ) . Ninety percent were new foundations (Hop
kins 1987:178-91; Callaway 1983:53) . For example, in one sample of 136
villages , 97 did not exist before 1250 BCE (Stager 1985:2-3; Hopkins 1985 : 139) .
Similar villages appear east o f the Jordan, which the Bible calls Gilead
(Mazar 1990: 337 ) . The villages were small and scattered. Most were only
one-acre parcels of land. There were some 50-300 inhabitants per village.
For example, Ai was a modest 2.75-acre village founded about 1220 BCE on
the site of a 27.5 acre city destroyed at the end of the Early Bronze period
(3000-2000 BCE ) . The nearest village was Khirbet Raddana, four miles west
(Callaway 1983: 43 ) .
The archaeological record shows the Hebrews were remarkably successful
at maximizing their labor and spreading their risks (Hopkins 1985:225, 256;
Mendenhall 1976b: l43-44; Gottwald 1979:257-84; Wilson 1983:63; Lemche
1988:90-99) . The number of villages without walls and other defenses in
creased rapidly. Between 1000 and 800 BCE their population expanded to
80,000, and more than 100 new villages were founded in the hills of
S amaria, Galilee to the north, and the Beersheba basin to the south (Dar
1986:2; Kochavi 1972:154-55; Stager 1985: 3 ) . Every household shared in the
labor intensive work of terracing, planting, and processing the grain and
fruit. More and more agriculturally marginal land was turned into produc
tive farms and vineyards . What was not consumed was stored in huge
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buildings like those at Raddana, Shiloh, and Tel Masos as a check against
famine (Hopkins 1985:169-70 ) .
Early Hebrew villages farmed a combination of wheat and barley, depend
ing on the quality of the soil, temperature, and rainfall. Villagers also
produced and processed flax to make linen (Josh 2:6). They cared for fig and
olive trees and skillfully managed grape vines on terraced hillside plots.
They cleared new areas of their scrub forest and cultivated the land, using
wooden or iron blades (Aharoni 1967:219; Hopkins 1985: 223) .
A significant influence on the social structure of early Israel was where
its pioneers chose to live. They fled from the coast with its trade routes,
commercial centers, and farms where no one was safe to pioneer villages
in the hills just north of Jerusalem. Here the land was safe, but it was barren
and rugged and demanding, all of which would affect the society which
developed there and the roles which men and women would play in it. Here
in the hills there would be no surplus to fuel the economy as there had been
in the cities below. The surplus economies of the Bronze Age were built by
monarchs, soldiers, and slaves . Monarchs provided a centralized govern
ment for the great cities, soldiers controlled its population and expanded its
borders, and slaves produced goods for trade. It was an efficient but brutal
system. Taxation, slavery, and war painfully affected the lives of all but a
minority of the people who lived in these states. When great wars of
commerce and conquest brought down the international trade empires of
Mycennae, Hatti, and Egypt about 1250 BCE, survivors in Syria-Palestine
had neither the resources nor the desire to rebuild the social system which
had enslaved them. Therefore, the economy of early Israel was not a surplus
or slave economy, but a subsistence economy. There would be no mon
archs, no soldiers , no slaves, no taxes , and no war. It was a demanding and
idealistic society. Nonetheless, it lasted almost 250 years.

1
The Father

T

he basic community in the Bible was the ex
tended family or household headed by a father (::l� ni::i, bet 'iif2, ni::i, bayit).
household was made up of as many sets of childbearing adults and their
dependents (1::1�, gef2er) as was necessary for the entire group to feed and
protect itself (Stager 1985:22; de Geus 1976:133-35; Gottwald 1979: 285-92;
Lemche 1985: 245; Netting, Wilk, and Arnould 1984; Yanagisako 1979; Hop
kins 1985 ) . Occasionally, the Bible refers to the basic community in early
Israel as the household of a mother (il�� ni::i, bet 'immdh; Gen 24:28; Ruth
1:8; Cant 3:4; 8:2), especially in texts dealing with sexuality, marriage, and
strong female protagonists (Levine 1992:80) .
In the Bedouin household today (Arabic: khamseh), there are five genera
tions. The household tree begins with the father of the household and all
his brothers or his father' s sons, to which are added the two preceding
generations and the two following generations. The preceding generations
include his fa ther and uncles or his father's brothers and his grandfather
and great-uncles or his grandfather's brothers. The two following genera
tions include his sons and his grandsons (Patai 1959: 125) . The book of
Leviticus (Lev 18:6-18 ) , however, omits the grandfather and his brothers
from the household (Wolff 1974: 166; Elliger 1966:239) . It constructs the
household with only four generations: the father of the household and his
brothers; his father and his uncles ; his sons and his grandsons.

Kinship and Covenant
The household was part of a remarkably sophisticated system for distrib
uting power. Like many traditional societies, the society of the Bible de
scribes Israel ' s political system as kinship. Patterns of kinship in the Bible
are preserved in genealogies (Edelman 1991:179-201; Johnson 1969: 3-36 ;
Wilson 1975: 169-89; Wilson 1977:195-205; Smith 1903:1-19; J. Finkelstein
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1966:95-118; Malamat 1968: 163-73; Malamat 1973: 126-36; Wilson 1979c:ll22) . Genealogies describe not only blood relationships , but also economic
relationships, social status, financial worth, and the power which a house
hold can exercise in the community as a whole (Barth 1973b: 6; Bloch
1973:77; Sahlins 1968: 10-11; Wolff 1966:8; Malina 1981:25-93) . To under
stand a genealogy it is necessary to understand what particular social
system it reflects and the language which it uses (Steinberg 1989:44; Rends
burg 1990: 203).

Neither covenant nor blood kinship ever completely replaced one another
(Fox 1967 : 13) . Even when villages distributed power from parents to chil
dren and between brothers and sisters, this kinship was ratified by cove
nant. No blood relationship was taken for granted. And although members
of households, clans , villages , and tribes in early Israel may have been
physically related, the critical requirement for membership was not kinship,
but covenant (Meyers 1988: 127) . The Hebrews were not just households
with the same biological parents, but households with the same sociological
experience and a shared legal commitment to one another. To be a Hebrew
was to have passed from slavery to freedom; some through the waters of the
Red Sea (Exod 5-18) , some through the waters of the river Jordan (Josh
1-5 ) , and some through the waters of the wadi Kishon (Judg 4-5 ) .
The interaction between kinship and covenant creates differences be
tween the meanings of terms like "father, " "mother, " "son , " "daughter, "
"brother, " " sister, " "uncle, " or "nephew" in the Bible, and the way we use
these titles in everyday speech. In the Bible, their connotations are often
more legal than biological (Steinmetz 1991:13; Oden 1983; Donaldson 1981) .
They identify a variety of people besides blood relatives (Bright 1981: 98100) . The fa ther of a household was not just someone who sired, but
someone who fed and protected (Hanson 1989:75-84) . " Son" (p, ben) , "slave"
(1:JJ) , 'e"f2ed) and "brother" (n�. 'ii.�) in the Bible are often technical terms for
covenant partners, people related to one another, not necessarily by blood,
but by covenant (Josh 14: 8; Num 14:24; Benjamin 1983: 215; McCarthy
1978:222 , 279n, 288 ) .
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In the books of Samuel-Kings, Ahaz, monarch of Judah, acknowledges
his treaty with Tiglath-Pileser III, ruler of Assyria, by saying : "I am your
servant and your son" (2 Kgs 16:7). The book of Amos indicts Tyre for
betraying "the covenant of brotherhood" (Amos 1:9) or its covenant part
ners. The convention of using fa mily titles outside the family was common
throughout the ancient Near East (Meyers 1988:127-28; Wilson 1985: 302 ) .
I n Babylon, master craftsmen were called " fathers" and their apprentices
were called " sons" ( CH 188-89; Driver and Miles 1960: vol. 1 :392-95) . In
Nuzi, an important Mesopotamian city around 1500 BCE located in northern
Iraq today, master herders and scribes were fathers and their apprentices
were sons (Wilhelm 1970:8-11).
The clan, the village, and the tribe were the three most crucial forms of
kinship and covenant into which a household could enter to protect and
enrich its land and children. Households with similar traditions formed a
sib or clan (ilnEJtd�. mispii.M.h) . It was the clan which told ancestor stories
like those of Jacob, Leah, and Rachel in the book of Genesis (Gen 25:2037:2) and those of David's rise to power in the books of Samuel-Kings (1 S am
13:1-2 Sam 1:27). The clan was primarily an educational community, but
it also played a strategic role in inheritance (Pedersen 1926:46-60) . It
handed on unique skills from one generation to the next in stories that
celebrate the ancestors who first taught the clan how to survive. Clan skills
were always matched to particular natural resources. For example , clans
allowed only skilled herders to inherit livestock and only skilled brewers to
inherit beer vats.
Clans sharing the same natural resources formed a lineage or village (i!l:D,
koper; 1 Sam 6:18) . The village determined how its springs, wells, cisterns,
fields, and vineyards were to be preserved, exploited, and shared by various
clans (Josh 13-19; Bohannan and Bohannan 1968: 13-24) . It also provided
for some specialization in the labor which each clan contributed.
Villages insured themselves against war and natural disasters like famine,
epidemic, and other catastrophes by creating a phratry, chiefdom, or tribe
(�:ltd, seQet; �'?�. 'elep) . Tribes spread the risk faced by the several hundred
adults who made up a village to the thousands who made up a tribe (Sahlins
1968:16; Sahlins 1967:96; Fried 1967:14 ) . When a village became unable to
feed itself, the tribe provided a legal guardian (C::l\ yii.Qii.m; Latin: levir) ; when
it became unable to protect itself, the tribe provided a judge (�!ltd, sopet)
or
chief (�iftJJ, nii.Sf') .

Life and Death
The father exercised the power of life and death in the household. But the
authority of the father was not absolute. For example, he did not have the
power of life and death over his grandsons, his brothers, his father, his
grandfathers, or his uncles . His primary responsibility was for his wives and
their sons and daughters . Likewise , the father was not a despot. He was "to
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be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it" (Gen 1 : 28) . In
Hebrew, "subdue" (W::l:D, kiilJas) and "have dominion" (il11, riiqah) certainly
can imply a use of force (Num 32:22-29; Josh 18:1; 2 Sam 8 : 11; Esth 7:8; Isa
14:2), but fathers were not expected to be ruthless (Wolff 1974: 163-64) .
·
When the father exercised his authority to determine how the household
would farm and herd, he was the image of the Creator feeding and protect
ing (Gen 1:26; 9 : 6 ; Ps 8; Wolff 1974:159-61 ; Benj amin 1992) . The tradition
identifying the father with the Creator was widespread in the world of the
Bible. For example, Egypt celebrated its pharaoh as the image of the Creator.
Both Ramses II' s hymn to Ra as father (1290-1224 BCE ) and his relief in the
Nahr el-kelb, between Beruit and Byblos in today's Lebanon, describe the
authority of Ramses as the father of Egypt and of Syria-Palestine as if he
were Ra the Creator (Pritchard ANET 1969: 335 ) .

But despite their use o f the image o f the Creator tradition t o describe the
father of a household, the Hebrews carefully distinguished the power of the
father from the power of Yahweh over the children and the land. Fathers
covered their genitals during worship (Exod 28: 42) , and removed their
sandals upon entering a sanctuary (Exod 3:5) . Genitals symbolized power
over children and sandals denoted power over land. No signs of reproduc
tive ability or land ownership were displayed before Yahweh.
The father exercised his power over life and death by adopting sons and
daughters into his household and resolving conflicts between them; recruit
ing workers and warriors; negotiating marriages and covenants; hosting
strangers and designating heirs. These were public or common powers
which determined how the resources of the household were to be invested
in the village, the clan, the tribe , and eventually in the state.

Adoptions
At the time a child was b orn, the father had to decide whether or not to
adopt it into the household (Patai 1959: 135; Qur'an 16:58-59 ) . In the world
of the Bible, life began not with a viable birth, but only with adoption.
Regardless of the status of the newborn at the moment of delivery, without
adoption it was considered stillborn. If the father did not adopt the child,
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the midwife took it from the birthing room and left it in an open field to
declare it eligible for adoption by another household (Ezek 16: 3-5; Stager
and Wolff 1984:50; Patai 1959: 127) .

Legal Disputes
Birth was not the only occasion on which the father exercised his power
of life and death over his sons and daughters. The commandment " honor
your father and mother" (Exod 20: 12) expects the members of a household
to fulfill concrete political expectations, not simply to react to the whims of
its father in blind obedience or with vague devotion and deference (Lemert
1967:6; Pitt-Rivers 1977 : 117) . Sons honored their father and mother by a
willingness to farm, to herd, and to bear children for the household. When
a son failed to honor his father and mother, it was the father who had the
authority to judge the case.
Any son who cursed ('?'?p, qalal) or refused to support the household
financially (Exod 21:17) or who physically assaulted the mother and father
of the household could be sentenced to death (Exod 21:15). An assault
against one member of the household by another was also a failure to honor
its father and mother. Fathers determined restitution for bodily harm done
to the sons of their households on the basis of work days lost (Exod 21:1819) . Since maiming the assailant would only extend the damage inflicted on
the household by depriving it of two workers, restitution benefited the
household of the assailant as well as the victim.
Restitution for bodily harm done to women was calculated on their ability
to bear children following the assault. If a member of a household who is
involved in a fight caused a woman to miscarry, the father of her household
was to determine the fine which must be approved by the village assembly
(Exod 21:22-24) . The fetus was already the property of the household, which
might be permanently damaged by losing this unborn life.
And whenever one member of the household killed another, the father of
the victim' s household was responsible for prosecuting the case. Sometimes
fathers prosecuted murders by designating a legal guardian (Num 35:19;
'?K�. go 'el) to execute the killer, but generally they shared their power to
prosecute with the fathers of the other households in their village assembly.
In the world of the Bible, killing was a legal tort which required compen
sation, rather than a crime which required punishment. If the killer was
from the same household as the victim, the offense was fratricide; if the
killer came from another household it was murder.
The village assembly punished murder according to the norms of reciproc
ity which required that a life be given for a life. But even when an assembly
sentenced a murderer to death, it executed its sentence in more than one
way. For example, the assembly could impose the death sentence on the
actual murderers, but it could also execute any other member of the house
hold in their place. Likewise , the assembly could also allow the killer' s
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household to pay compensation to the victim' s household (Pitt-Rivers 1977:
119 ) . The assembly imposed a death sentence when it determined that a
swift execution of justice would best restore the balance of power in the
village (Exod 21:12). It permitted compensation when it decided that the
taking of one life should not deprive the village of another (Exod 21:13-14) .
Compensation spared the life of the killer by transferring the killer's contri
bution in land and children to the household of the victim. In Africa, village
assemblies often commute the death sentence to paying a fine of livestock,
or providing the victim' s household with a human being physically compa
rable to the victim, or with a woman who will bear a child for the victim's
household (Schapera 1985: 31 ) .

Work and War
The labor of every worker was also the property of the household. The
father determined if and when and how his household would participate in
the efforts of the village to feed and protect itself. He enjoyed the authority
over its resources and he was held responsible for determining the extent
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to which workers from his household could be committed to work on village
projects in both peacetime and in war.

Marriage and Covenant
There were certainly sexual relationships in the ancient Near East which
reflected the deep personal and emotional love of one person for another.
There was romance in the world of the Bible, just as there is romance in
every other world. The Bible describes romance not only between unmar
ried men and women (Cant 5:10-16; 8 : 1-4) , but also between husbands and
wives (Gen 24:67; 29:16-20; Judg 14:3; 1 Sam 1:5; 18:20 ; 25:44; 2 Sam 3 : 15;
11:27) , and between husbands and concubines (Exod 21:7-11).
But not every reference to romance in the Bible refers to affairs of the
heart. For example, the "wife of your youth" (Prov 5:18-20) and the " good
wife" (Prov 31:10-31) in Proverbs refer to the wise woman who teaches the
student discipline, not to a woman with whom the learner is in love.
Likewise, the "loose woman" (Prov 5:2-5) is a fool who teaches the student
that success can be achieved without discipline, not a woman with whom
the learner is having an affair (Camp 1985:79-149 ) .
But i n the world of the Bible, sexual relationships were more than roman
tic, they were political and economical as well. Sexual relationships held
societies like early Israel together (Levi-Strauss 1969; Janeway 1980:4-20) .
Marriage was a delicately negotiated covenant sealing a significant political
or economic contract (Pitt-Rivers 1977:160; Levinson and Halpern 1980:
508) . It was designed to bring together two households that were willing to
exchange substantial goods and services with each other over a significant
period of time (Gen 24: 3-4; 34:21; Exod 2:21; 1 Sam 25: 43) . Marriage was
more a matter of business than of pleasure.
Consequently, men and women themselves rarely chose their own
sexual partners. It was the father of the household who was responsible
for safe guarding the status of the men and women in his household and
then deciding which were eligible to marry. The legal eligibility of marriage
able men or women within the household was determined by codes of
sexuality and gender roles (Peristiany 1965:9; Gilmore 1987: 3-4; Giovannini
1987:67) . And the legal eligibility of the men for marriage was determined
by different criteria than the legal eligibility of women. Virginity (c:ii '? m:l,
betUlfm; Arabic: ird) was the technical term for the legal eligibility of a
woman to enter a marriage, and chastity was the technical term for the
legal compliance of a woman with the terms of her marriage covenant (Zeid
1966:247; Schneider 1971:20-21) . Chastity described a woman' s ability to
bear children and contribute to the work needs of her household (Gilmore
1987:4) .
The father was responsible for the virginity or legal eligibility of the
women in his household for marriage, and for the chastity or legal compli
ance of the women with the terms of their marriage covenants (Pitt-Rivers
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1977: 78 ; Davis 1973:160; Gilmore 1987:8) . Few responsibilities of a household
were more important (Deut 22:13-21). Fathers carried out this responsibility
by restricting the movements and associations of women in the village
(Pitt-Rivers 1977: 165; Giovannini 1987: 69 ) .
Any man who attacked a marriageable or married woman was sentenced
to death. Both the Code of Hammurabi and the book of Deuteronomy extend
the same protection to the betrothed woman as they do to the married
woman (Frymer-Kensky 1989:93-95) . The Code of Hammurabi, article 130
(Matthews and Benj amin 1991b : 64) sentences to death any man who rapes
a betrothed woman. The book of Deuteronomy (Deut 22:23-27) determines
the sentence on the basis of where the crime takes place (Benjamin 1983:2327; Matthews 1987:32 ) . If it occurs in the village where the woman could
cry for help, then both she and the man are executed. If the crime takes
place in the fields outside the village where no one could hear a cry for help,
then only the man is executed.
Any father who negotiated a marriage fo r a woman in his household who
was not a virgin, that is, who was legally ineligible to marry, forfeited his
land and children (Frymer-Kensky 1989: 93) . Likewise, any father who failed
to see that a woman in his household remained chaste or fulfilled the terms
of her marriage covenant also lost the patrimony which her marriage was
intended to increase and multiply.
Marriage was not a single event, but a drawn-out process of negotiations
(Gen 24:52-54) . Each stage furthered the alliance between the two house
holds and spelled out their contract in more exact terms. Thus, contained
within the legal action of betrothal was the final choice of partners and the
agreement on bride price (1i1�. mohar) and dowry (1:::n , zef2eq) . There were
some exceptions to this rule, in which a socially unattached male arranged
his own marriage with the household of the bride (Gen 29:16-30) , but they
were rare (Gottlieb 1989 : 63) .
To tender a proposal of marriage or covenant (Mal 2 : 14), the fa ther of the
household of the groom sent an expensive gift to the father of the household
of the bride (Gen 34: 12 ; Exod 22:16; Deut 22:29; 1 Sam 18:25) . The father of
the bride accepted the proposal by allowing the groom to take the bride
(np,, laqa J:i ) to his household (Deut 20:7; 28:30; Exod 21:10). The marriage
covenant was ratified when the groom spread his cloak over the bride (Ruth
3:9) and conferred on her either the title "wife" (i1rNK, 'issdh) or " concubine"
(f!JJ,51, pile9es; Exod 21:7-11 ) . The words "prostitute, " "mistress, " or " concu
bine" in English translations of the Bible do not always refer to a woman
who lives with and has intercourse with a man to whom she is not legally
married or to a woman who engages in promiscuous sexual intercourse for
pay . In Hebrew, the terms are not always degrading , but often simply
distinguish secondary wives from the primary wife who is the mother of the
household (1 Kgs 11:1-8) .
When the marriage was concluded, an exchange o f property took place
(Goody and Tambiah 1973b :61-67) . An elaborate legal framework was de-

THE FATHER

15

K ing Sole>rnon .1.;�ed ···rn��Y· !9�e,ign ·��rn�n•.�•o.ng •.wi.�.h .•the · daug h
ter �f ·. P �ar�oh:"Mo�bit1e, 'lnlno �i�e,·. �do. rn�te,.Si� e>.n ia.n, .•� �d .·H itt•
·
ite women� .· :· A1ncmg .his wi yes. were. • seyen.hundred ·princesses
and three hundred c o ncubi n es�
veloped to administer these items to provide a circulating pool of resources
(Goody and Tambiah 1973a:5) , used to arrange future family marriages, and
in the event of the husband's death, to provide for the financial support of
the widow (Hiebert 1989:131-37) . For one year following the marriage, the
couple was freed from their obligations to the village (Deut 24:5).
In some villages, households were exogamous and required the father
to choose marriage partners from different villages (Fox 1967:53; Hanson
1989:75-84; Malina 1981:25-93; Cronk 1990) . Exogamous marriages are
typical of economically aggressive and expanding societies. They are de
signed to expand ties and increase their property rights and holdings , as
well as their political power and influence (Murphy and Kasdan 1968: 199) .
They are financially a high risk, high return investment. If the marriage
succeeds, both households enjoy significant economic returns. If it fails, the
financial loss is substantial.
But in the villages of early Israel, most households were endogamous and
required their fathers to choose marriage partners from the same village
(Patai 1959:19-20; Levi-Strauss 1969 :45) . Marriage partners had to come
from households which had an existing economic relationship with one
another. But even in exogamous households not every man and woman
were eligible marriage partners. For instance, Leviticus (Lev 18:6-18) directs
fathers not to arrange a marriage between a man and his widowed mother,
his father's wife, his sister or half-sister, his granddaughter, his paternal or
maternal aunt, his daughter-in-law, or his sister-in-law. These women were
taboo: they were inappropriate choices as marriage or sexual partners.
Taboos involve a variety of socioeconomic factors (Pitt-Rivers 1977:16263) . Sometimes a taboo is economically based. No marriage is possible
between members of two radically different economic classes since that
would be an unfair advantage to the poorer and an unwise business deci
sion for the wealthier household. Some taboos are socially based. Within a
rigidly stratified society, some social classes are considered inferior to others
and therefore marriages between them would strain the social fabric of that
society. Cultures having members of more than one ethnic group, for
example, often generate taboos against miscegenation or intermarriage.
Endogamous marriages are financially conservative. They strengthen an
already existing and proven relationship between two households. The
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financial risks are small and, in general, so are the financial rewards.
Endogamous marriages are designed to keep property within the village
(Barth 1954:170-71; Holy 1989 : 12). They are typical of farmers and herders
in subsistence societies whose material resources are scarce.
The most common endogamous marriage combined the households of
two brothers (Murdock 1965 :260-83; Fox 1967:188-207; Oden 1983: 198; Don
aldson 1981:84; Holy 1989:21; Cresswell 1976 : 101) . Therefore, the bride and
the groom were cousins, not necessarily blood relatives, but at least legal
relatives. The words "uncle" or "father's brother, " in many kinship systems,
referred to a covenant or business partner, not necessarily a sibling . In the
world of the Bible, the relationship between a man and his uncle was as
important as the relationship between a man and his father (Oden 1983:197;
Mccarter 1988:14-15 ) . The uncle's son had a legal right to marry his parallel
cousin (Murphy and Kasdan 1968: 186; Musil 1928:137-140; Cohen 1965:7175, 121) . In fact, very often when G enesis describes marriage (Gen 24;
27:46-28:2) , it describes cross-cousin marriage. For example, Nahor mar
ries his cousin to establish a bond with his uncle (Gen 11:29) . And, if
Rebekah is Nahor's daughter (Gen 24:48; 29:5) rather than Bethuel' s (Gen
24:15, 24) , then Isaac marries his uncle's brother's daughter (Von Rad
1972 : 157; Oden 1983: 194) .
After they were married, the couple generally lived with the father of the
groom until he chose an heir. The household was not only patriarchal, it
was patrilocal (Meyers 1988: 38 ) . For instance , Rebekah j oins the household
of Abraham after her betrothal and marriage to Isaac (Gen 24:58-67) , and
the sons of Micah live within his household (Judg 17:5). Joining the young
couple with the household of the groom had both social and economic
advantages. Their children supplied the household with its future farmers
and herders. And the resources of the household could be shared with the
newlyweds without having to divide them so that they would have enough
land and animals to start a household of their own. The household of the
groom also became a school perpetuating its clan ethos, by developing in
the couple a sense of common ancestry and kinship obligation. Even today
in Arab cultures, architecture points to the practice of providing space for
the newly married couple. Steel rods extend skyward from the roof of nearly
every house in anticipation of the marriage of the son, who will be expected
to move into a room these rods will support when the time comes.
A few cultures in the Mediterranean world were matrilocal. In these cases,
the households expected their men to enter the households of their brides,
rather than for their women to enter the household of their grooms (Akkad
ian: erebu; Gottlieb 1989: 117, 130-32) . A possible example of this may be
found in Jacob 's living with Laban for over twenty years, along with his
wives and children (Gen 29-30) . The arrangement, however, may simply
have been one of necessity. Jacob had no choice since he could not return
home until he was strong enough to compete with his brother Esau, and in

THE FATHER

17

any case he was obligated to pay the bride price for his wives through his
labor service.

Inheritance
The concept of inheritance formed an integral part of marriage customs,
especially with regard to the ability of the father to hand on his goods and
property. He had to decide which of his sons would inherit and which would
not. Ancient Israel was patrilineal (Meyers 1988: 20-37) and authorized the
father to hand on the possessions of the household to another male from
his side of the family. Therefore, he generally handed on control of the
members and material resources of the household to his own son. But the
father could also designate an heir who was his own daughter (Num
36:2-12; Josh 17:3-6; Sakenfeld 1988: 39 ) , or who was not his natural child
(Gen 15:2; Paul 1979-80:175-76) .

The Father in the Stories of Jacob, Leah,
and Rachel (Gen 25:20-37:2)
The stories of Jacob, Leah, and Rachel (Gen 25:20-37:2) offer a particu
larly good window through which to see the way in which a father in the
world of the Bible combined inheritance and achievement to help his house
hold survive in a hostile world. Israel remembered its fa thers as survivors
who compensated for their lack of power by an ability to manipulate the
power of others. Jacob or Israel was the favorite father of Middle (2200-1550
BCE ) or Late (1550-1250 BCE) Bronze Age clans whose stories appear in the
Bible and whose social setting may be reflected in documents from Mesopo
tamia and Egypt. The geographical settings in the stories roughly define the
territory of these early Hebrew villagers in the hills north of Jerusalem. For
example, Jacob's rivals live along the frontiers north of Jerusalem and on
both sides of the Jordan. Esau lives in Edom along the south, Laban in Aram
along the north, and Shechem along the west. And Jacob's encounters with
God take place at the sanctuaries of Jabbok and Bethel (Gen 28:10-22) .
The clans who told the stories o f Jacob , Leah, and Rachel were always
threatened by rivalry from within and invasion from without. Similarly,
Jacob is portrayed as a father always embroiled in protracted negotiations
with Esau, his brother; with Laban, his uncle; with Levi and Simeon, his
sons; and even with Yahweh, his god. These clans wanted to remember
Jacob not as a trouble-maker, but as a survivor.
Hebrew villagers lived on the margins of their social world. Like all
marginalized people, they admired the clever who improved themselves at
the expense of the establishment. Cleverness was the wisdom of the power-
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less. Like Anubis in the story of Anubis and Bata from Egypt, Jacob could
have worked for Esau (Matthews and Benjamin 199lb :41-45) . But Jacob
became the father of his household by tricking Esau into granting him
Isaac 's inheritance. The Bible regularly celebrates the father who inherits
his household by achievement, rather than by birth. Younger sons like
Jacob and Solomon often supplant older sons like Esau and Adonij ah to
become fathers of households or monarchs of states (1 Kgs 1:15-46). Jacob
tricks Esau into selling him his birthright (Gen 25:19-34) , Isaac into desig
nating him as his heir (Gen 27: 1-45 ) , Laban into selling him his sheep (Gen
30:25-43) and his land (Gen 31:1-32:3), and even Yahweh into letting him
cross the J abbok (Gen 32:23-33) . Jacob was not an outlaw, but he knew how
to work the system to his own advantage (Matthews and Mims 1985) .
Jacob lays claim to his own household in the way he deals with both his
father Esau and his uncle Laban. He marries Leah and Rachel, who were
sisters and the daughters of his uncle (Oden 1983: 194-97) . This double
cross-cousin marriage establishes a bond between him and his uncle twice
as strong as that between an ordinary nephew and his uncle.
Although Laban tries to exercise his responsibility to punish Jacob by
pursuing him to recover the statues that were titles to the land of the
household (C\EJ1r-l, terapim) , he fails. Cuneiform tablets from Nuzi now doc
ument Jacob' s legal sophistication by showing that birthrights could be
bought and sold; oral wills, even when conferred on the wrong beneficiary,
were irrevocable; citizens without natural heirs like Laban could adopt an
heir like Jacob (Gen 29: 1-30) ; and title to property belonged to whomever
could produce the statues of a household' s gods (Gen 31:19-35) .
Jacob, Leah, and Rachel not only manipulate society, but also use nature
to their advantage as well. Rachel uses a mandrake plant to conceive a child
(Gen 30:14-22) . Mandrakes are only one plant the clever use to help the
childless conceive. And Jacob builds a breeding corral from multicolored
poles so that his sheep will conceive multicolored lambs. Traditional socie
ties have a wonderful inventory of techniques like this for priming nature
to imitate human behavior.
Nonetheless, the Bible is quite balanced in its assessment of cleverness,
which is, at best, only a temporary challenge to the establishment. The
clever are fugitives at risk. Jacob is always on the run, a wanderer (Deut
26:5-10) . Esau (Gen 27:30-45) , Isaac (Gen 27: 46-28:9), and Laban (Gen
31:1-24) all exile Jacob when they discover their losses . When Jacob offers
Simeon, and then Benj amin, as collateral for grain (Patai 1959: 128) , his
actions are consistent with his authority as the father to negotiate loans
insured by the land and children of the household (Exod 21:7) . But the Jacob
who outwits Isaac is eventually outwitted by Simeon and Levi (Gen 34:1-31)
and Joseph (Gen 47:27-48: 22 ) .
The Bible does not celebrate cleverness i n order t o teach that i t is permis
sible to lie, cheat, and steal to get ahead, or even to say that it is all right
for the father of a household, but not for ordinary people. In the Bible
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cleverness celebrates the tenacity with which the powerless (c�i:iv, 'a nawim)
survive, and it honors Yahweh for helping the poor rather than supporting
the powerful (Gen 49:24; Ps 132:3-5; Isa 1 : 24 ; 49:26; 60:16) .

The Father in the Story of Jephthah and
his Daughter (Judg 11:1-40)
The anthropology of the father also makes it easier to understand the
story of Jephthah and his daughter (Judg 11: 1-40) . Jephthah is a fa ther who
offers his daughter as a human sacrifice in thanksgiving to Yahweh for
delivering his household from its enemies . Audiences today can seldom
understand his actions as anything other than child abuse and murder. But
there is more. The story does not celebrate Jephthah as a killer. It remem
bers him as a father who paid a terrible price for carrying out his responsi
bility for deciding to what extent his household would participate in the
defense of his village and for appointing an heir who would inherit his
household.
Jephthah, just as Jacob , combines birth and achievement to become the
father of his household. His birth mother is not the mother of the household,
but a harlot, concubine, or prostitute (Judg 11:1). Consequently, Gilead, who
is the fa ther of the household, may or may not designate Jephthah as his
heir. Even when the son of a slave is adopted by the father, he still holds
only a secondary position within the protocol of inheritance to the son born
to the mother of the household (Richter 1966: 496 ) . In fact, Jephthah' s hopes
to become the heir are quickly dashed when his father has other sons by
his wife (Judg 11:2).
When it is time for Gilead to designate an heir, the sons of the mother of
the household try to disqualify Jephthah: "You shall not inherit in our
father' s house; for you are the son of another woman" (Judg 11:2). The same
motif appears when Joseph's brothers try to prevent him from becoming
Jacob' s heir (Gen 37:19-20) , when S arah tries to prevent Ishmael from
becoming Abraham' s heir (Gen 21:9-12 ) , and when Laban's sons try to
prevent Jacob from becoming the heir (Gen 31:1-2) . In none of these cases
does the father initiate the process of designating an heir. Abraham only
acts when Sarah confronts him about Isaac's rights, and it is Jacob 's
awareness of the angry words of Laban which leads him to depart from that
household, ironically and unknowingly with the statues which entitle him
to the very land of which he thinks he has been deprived . Similarly, it is
not Gilead, but his sons, who drive out Jephthah and force him to become
a man without a household (Akkadian: biipiru) .
The issue of Jephthah' s membership in his fa ther's household is brought
up again when the Ammonites invade the land of Gilead and the same sons
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who drove him into exile now want Jephthah to become the chief who will
deliver them from their enemies. Jephthah reminds the sons of Gilead: "Did
you not hate me, and drive me out of my father' s house" (Judg 11:7)? Then
he negotiates with them fo r his reinstatement in the household. He will
serve as their chief, on the condition that, if he defeats the Ammonites, they
will designate him heir. The covenant they make with Jephthah is con
tingent on his success against the Ammonites and is comparable to the
covenant made between the divine assembly and Marduk in the Enuma
Blish story (Matthews and Benj amin 199lb : l0 ) . Despite the fact that
Jephthah regains his position within the household of Gilead, he is ulti
mately unable to pass on his inheritance and the household passes back to
his brothers. This is due to the vow he makes prior to his battle with the
Ammonites .
A s the father of a household, Jephthah has the right t o make oaths which
affect the land and children of the household. He does this when he vows

to sacrifice "whoever comes forth from the doors of my house to meet me,
when I return victorious from the Ammonites" (Judg 11:30-31). His vow is
part of the ritual of holy war. A sacrifice of this magnitude is part of the
high stakes game Jephthah is playing. He has been restored to the position
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of fa ther by reason of merit and achievement as a chief. In order to keep
his position, he must be willing to sacrifice everything to obtain his goals.
Saul does virtually the same thing when he sacrifices his team of oxen prior
to rallying his forces against the Ammonites (1 Sam 11:7) . He also nearly
falls into the same trap as Jephthah by making a vow prior to his battle
with the Philistines (1 Sam 14:37-45) . His son Jonathan is nearly sacrificed
to maintain Saul's honor, but the people ransom him, perhaps by providing
a substitute sacrifice , but certainly by depriving S aul of a portion of his
authority and honor (1 Sam 14:45 ) .
The first person to greet Jephthah i s h i s daughter, who i s celebrating his
victory by playing a tambourine and dancing (Exod 15:20; 1 Sam 18:6). The
narrator identifies her with the legal formula: she is Jephthah's " only child;
besides her he had neither son nor daughter" (Judg 11:34). Jephthah's role
as father is dependent on this single child, whom he must now sacrifice in
order to keep his vow. Since his daughter is his only child, her death will
leave his household without an heir. The same motif appears in Greek and
Roman traditions like the Iliad of Homer, where Agamemnon nearly sacri
fices his daughter Iphigenia to the god Artemis (Soggin 1981:216) .
When Jephthah realizes the implications of his oath, he has second thoughts,
but his daughter is very certain of her obligations . She knows that the honor
of the household must be maintained at any cost and thus she insists that
her father fulfill his vow (Judg 11:36) . Her request magnifies the significance
of what Jephthah is giving up by delivering the household of Gilead from
the Ammonites (2 Sam 13:18-19) . It also suggests the general acceptability
of human sacrifice in this area of Israel (Soggin 1981: 217 ) . The daughter of
Jephthah, like the daughters of Lot (Gen 19:30-38) , is not a tragic or pathetic
figure. She is a heroic figure who shares in her father's selflessness . But
unlike the daughters of Lot, she is not silent in the story. Her words
reinforce her actions , and she decides to lay down her life for her household.
Jephthah's willingness to allow his daughter these two months to "wander
on the mountains and bewail my virginity" (Judg 11:37-38) functions almost
as a marriage contract in which his consent is necessary before she may
give up her virginity for the good of the household.
Finally, the four-day ritual of lament by the "daughters of Israel" is not
over the premature death of the daughter of Jephthah. It laments her
inability to fulfill her role as mother. Jephthah, in making his vow, only
partially serves his household. He protects its land, but he does not provide
for an heir to inherit that land.

2
The Mother

T

he most important adults in every household in
the world of the Bible were the father (::J.K, 'ii�) and the mother (CK, ,t!JK,
'em, 'immf) . All cultures expect women to contribute differently to their
households than men, and the roles of men and women vary greatly from
one culture to another (Friedl 1975; Ardener 1975; Kelly 1984) . Except for
childbearing and nursing, virtually no other roles are assigned exclusively
to women (Brown 1970 : 1073 ) . There has never been a completely egalitar
ian society in which gender played no role (Rosaldo 1974: 17; Ortner 1974:
57-71) , and there has never been a completely matriarchal society in which
all power and authority were delegated to women (Meyers 1988:30 ) . Ama
zon women exist in the Odyssey of Homer, but nowhere else in the Mediter
ranean world.

The Bible itself grants women much more access to the administrative,
judicial, and economic systems than many of today's generalizations about
women and the Bible acknowledge. The status of women in early Israel may
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be no model for the reconstruction of contemporary society on more inclu
sive principles, but neither is it a unilateral endorsement for the subordina
tion of women. And the world of the Bible may not be feminist, but neither
is it completely male oriented. It may not be liberated , but it is liberating .
The world o f the Bible was a "patriarchy. " The word refers t o particular
kinds of social systems. Theoretically at least, patriarchy is not sexism,
which is a form of prejudice and oppression based on the faulty assumption
that women are biologically inferior to men (Meyers 1988:24-27; Rogers
1975) . Sexism misuses power to deprive women of autonomy (Bird 1974 ) . It
exists in societies of all kinds, but not because they are patriarchal. And
patriarchy is not simply another word for the economic system of capitalism
in contrast to socialism or communism. There are a variety of patriarchal
societies, but they all have two characteristics in common. They are all
"patrilocal, " which means that a woman lives in the household of her
husband. And they are all "patrilinear, " which means that the heir of the
household must be a natural or adopted son of the father.
The basic resources in every society are land and children. In both villages
and states , status is determined by how authority over land and children is
delegated (Selvidge 1984:619-23; Meyers 1983:573; Goody 1972 ) . The ability
to determine how a community uses its resources or the ability to exploit a
community' s resources is power. The approval of the community to use
power is authority. It may seem logical that those who have the power to
cultivate land and children ought to have the authority to determine when
and how to use their power. But neither the power to control a community's
resources nor the power to exploit them implies the authority to do so.
Power does not guarantee authority.
Those who have the power to cultivate land and bear children often lack
the authority to determine when and how to use it. And those who exercise
authority over the land and children often have no practical knowledge of
how to farm, herd, or rear. But sometimes , those without authority manage
to exercise power. For example, the father of the household in the Bible has
the authority to select an heir, but the mother, in fa ct, often exercises that
power (Gen 27: 1-17). Some societies retain only the appearance of male
dominance by allowing the fa ther of the household to retain authority in a
particular area of public life, while actually expecting the mother to exercise
the power on behalf of the household (Meyers 1988:42-45; Rogers 1975, 1978).
The mother of a household in the Bible had significant power and author
ity over decision-making and problem-solving for both land and children.
Patriarchy in ancient Israel was based not on the subordination and exploi
tation of women, but rather on the efforts of all the men and women in its
household to survive. The father was authorized to make communal deci
sions for the household. He oversaw the public use of its land and children.
Whenever the households in a village worked together on common projects,
it was the father who decided to what extent his own household would
participate.
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Although the power and authority of the mother of the household were
distinct from the power and authority of the father of the household, they
were not necessarily inferior to his. Hebrew villagers did not systematically
empower every male and subordinate every female (Rosaldo 1974 : 19 ; Mey
ers 1988: 34) . Not every man became the father of a household. And, in some
cases, the status of the mother of a household was equal to or greater than
the status of many men in the village (Meyers 1983:570; Emmerson 1989:
377). Homemaking and childbearing were by no means inferior or unre
warding roles. They were responsibilities, not restrictions. And even when
the status of women was inferior in one area of village life, such as the
priesthood, it does not necessarily follow that the status of women in
ancient Israel as a whole was infe rior (Meyers 1988:37; Frymer-Kensky
1985: 6-7) . In fact, the legal injunction throughout the biblical text is to
honor both parents (Exod 20:12; 2 Sam 19:37; Prov 15: 20; 30:17; Emmerson
1989: 385) .

A Mother's Role in the Village
The Mother as Childbearer
In most villages herding and farming involved both men and women
(Meyers 1988:574) . Women often helped manage herds, clear new fields,
construct terraces, harvest, thresh, and winnow the fields, orchards, and
vineyards (Meyers 1988: 146; de Vaux 1961:39 ) . They also planted, hoed,
weeded, and picked household gardens. However, the primary responsibility
for farming and herding was delegated to men, especially during their
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wives' pregnancy and in cases where their greater physical strength was
required. The primary and gender specific responsibility for childbearing
belonged to women. The mother of the household was authorized not only
to bear sons and daughters for her household, but also to see that all the
other women in her household regularly bore sons and daughters as well.
The midwife assisted the mother of the household in arranging for them to
have children, and to care for them during their pregnancy.

The Mother as Manager
One important role of the mother that was not gender specific was her
responsibility as the manager of the household ( Camp 1985:79-148). Early
Israel believed that only in a subsistence economy could its households
really understand Yahweh as Lord, which meant that Yahweh was the sole
protector and provider in Israel. Hebrew villages assigned major responsi
bilities for the creation and maintenance of this subsistence economy to the
mother of the household (Meyers 1988:139-64) . Therefore, she directed the
manufacture of soap, pottery, baskets, cloth, and tools. But more impor
tantly, she determined how much food was to be consumed and how much
was to be stored as beer, parched grain, and dried vegetables (Meyers
1988: 147) . To assure that everyone in the household was fed and that the
food lasted until the next ration was distributed, her authority over the
goods and produce assigned to her household by the village was absolute
(Goody 1982: 40-70; Whyte 1978; Adams 1972:6) . In the world of ancient
Israel, a man's home was his wife's castle. She had the domestic authority
which he did not.
This dynamic is clearly seen in the Sufferer and the Soul from Egypt, a
dispute over suicide that dates between 2050 and 1800 BCE. It includes a
parable which compares the domestic authority of the mother of a house
hold to the authority of the divine assembly over human life. The sufferer
in the dispute wants to commit suicide and end his life of pain and failure .
The soul tells him the parable t o argue that i t i s a s foolish for him to
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challenge the authority of the divine assembly over his life as it would be
for a father to challenge the authority of a mother of the household over
the food she distributes . The sufferer has no more right to take his life into
his own hands than the father has a right to take more food into his hands
than the mother of the household rations out to him.
The mother also rationed the olive oil which was burned in small clay
lamps. These were lighted just before dark, not so much to allow the
household to work at night as to protect it from intruders. The mother had
to determine the precise moment when it was dark enough for the house
hold to be in danger before lighting the lamps. Lighting the lamps too soon
or too late both left the household vulnerable to thieves. A mother who
lighted her lamps too soon would have them burn out in the darkness before
dawn (Prov 31:18). A mother who lighted her lamps too late left her house
hold in the darkness following sunset.
Anubis in the story of Anubis and Ba ta from Egypt (ca. 1225 BCE ) knows
that something is seriously wrong when his wife " did not trim, nor light the
lamps when it got dark" (Matthews and Benjamin 199lb: 44) . And the
Parable of the Ten Virgins in the Gospel of Matthew (Matt 25: 1-13) compares
the responsibility of the mother to ration oil for the lamps of her household
with the responsibility of the followers of Jesus to prepare their households
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for his return. Today, it is still the responsibility of mothers in observant
Jewish households to determine the precise time to light the Sabbath candles
(Klein 1979 : 55-8; Cohen 1992; b. Shab 3lb; Maimonides, Hil. Shabbat 5:3).

The Mother as Teacher
The mother was not only the childbearer and the manager of the house
hold, she was also the teacher of its women and children (Fontaine 1990:
161) . Once boys became young men (l:P1l'J, ne •arfm) and could participate in
the communal labor of the village, the father of the household became
responsible for their education. But even when girls became young women
(n'?m::i, be tulOt ) and could conceive a child, they continued to be educated
by the mother.
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Teaching and childbearing were comparable if not identical roles (Amsler
1979: 112-16; Camp 1985 :81-82; Eilberg-Schwartz 1990: 229-34) . The book of
Proverbs honors the mother of the household not as a childbearer, but,
almost exclusively, as a teacher (Prov 1:8; 6:20; 23:22-25; 31:1-9) . Teachings
in the Mishna (200 CE ) and the Talmud (400 CE) of Judaism continued to
emphasize the connection between childbearing and teaching found in the
Bible (m. Baba Mesia 2:11) .
To a certain extent, the role of the mother as a teacher was an under
standable development of the bond which forms between any mother and
the child she carries and nurses (Fontaine 1990: 161) . Such close physical
contact in traditional societies lasted not simply during the months of
pregnancy, but for as long as four years after birth, during which children
were nursed (1 Sam 1 :22-23) . But the role of the mother as teacher was not
simply a development of her physical closeness to the children for whom
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she cared. Not every childbearer was the mother of a household, not every
woman who was physically close to her children during pregnancy and
nursing became their teacher.
The mother of the household taught children how to walk, how to talk,
how to dress themselves, and how to feed themselves (Hos 11:1-4) . And she
taught them how to help with gardening, herding , cooking, weaving, and
making pottery. The mother in early Israel also taught her children how to
read and write so that they could make lists and keep records. The cunei
form languages of Mesopotamia and the hieroglyphics of Egypt were so
complex that literacy demanded a lifetime of formal schooling. Hebrew, on
the other hand, was a simple language system with only twenty-two signs
which could be learned at home by anyone (Meyers 1988:152-54; Kraeling
and Adams 1960:94-123) .
The general education which the mother provided her children included
not only these practical skills, but other kinds of wisdom as well (Camp
1981:29) . It was the mother who taught children their role and the roles of
everyone else in the household and the village. The book of Proverbs
preserves many of her teachings on how to acquire honor and how to repair
or remove shame (Prov 1:7-19 ) .
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Finally, the mother was the children's storyteller. In words and rituals,
she was the first to hand on the traditions of the Hebrews as slaves-set-free.
Each time the mother of the household taught a child to dress , she explained
the meaning of the clothing . Each time she showed children how to wash
their hands and comb their hair, she told them how washing and combing
set them apart. She explained to the children who helped her why the foods
they ate at harvest times were different from those the household enj oyed
everyday, why certain plants and animals were prepared and others were
not, why some foods were consumed and others were shared. Washing,
dressing, combing, gardening, herding, cooking, weaving, and making pot
tery were not simply skills to be learned; they were rituals which enacted
the traditions that distinguished one people from another.

The Mother as Mediator
The mother of the household also attempted to defuse conflicts and broker
out-of-court settlements between members of her household before they
reached the village assembly. This role of mediator may, to some extent,
have developed from the institution of patrilocality, in which a woman left
the household of her parents to live in the household of her husband (Gen
24:54-61) . The experience of having lived in two households may have
enhanced her reputation as an informed, yet creative mediator (Fontaine
1990:158-63) . Although she was an outsider in the household of her hus
band, her intimate knowledge of traditions of both her father ' s and her
husband' s respective households allowed her to arbitrate disputes more
impartially than would other family members (Leach 1976: 74-75 ) . In the
world of the Bible, the mother often mediated disputes involving the ap
pointment of an heir, as did both Rebekah (Gen 27:5-17, 42-46) and Bath
sheba (1 Kgs 1:11-31). While these women were not entirely impartial, their
judgment was more reasonable than that of the male heads of household.

The Mother as Priest
In the religions of Canaan and Mesopotamia, there is inferential evidence
that some women were hierodules or priests with whom pilgrims had sexual
intercourse. Ritual intercourse fo r the father of the household was a prayer
that his own wives and his own land would be fertile (Wolff 1979 : 14 ;
Hooks 1985: 65-151; Barstad 1984: 22-29; Bird 1989:76) . I n general, however,
women priests did not bear children, which is the reason for the popular
identification of them as prostitutes. Their function was sexual but its
significance was more than erotic.
Few, if any, women in early Israel became priests (Meyers 1978:91-103 ) .
The prohibition of women priests was n o t so much a factor of sexism among
the Hebrews as it was part of their overall effort to distinguish their subsis
tence village culture from the surplus cultures of the states around them.
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Women priests were an institution of surplus cultures built on slavery.
Consequently, early Israel prohibited women priests, just as it prohibited a
monarchy, a standing army, and slavery. The Hebrews did not object only
to women becoming priests, but to any social institution connected with a
surplus economy.
Every culture consciously takes its priests out of production as a way of
demonstrating total dependence on God. Early Israel needed every available
adult to clear the land and build their new society. As a result, there were
very few priests, male or female, in early Israel. And because there were
more adult males in the population of early Israel than adult females
(Meyers 1978:98) , it was easier to exempt males from production to become
priests than to exempt females. Likewise, early Israel needed every available
woman to bear children, and since women priests did not bear children,
Hebrew women did not become priests.
Although in 1000 BCE David transformed Israel into a state, he was careful
to maintain at least the appearances of the values on which the villages of
early Israel were fo unded. Therefore, the priesthood in the state of ancient
Israel remained male. Later legislation, based on the demand for ritual
purity as the essential condition for sacred service, may have been used to
justify an all-male priesthood (Lev 21; Ezek 44:15-27) . Women who were
menstruating or pregnant were excluded from service based on the dis
charge of blood or birth fluids (Emmerson 1989: 379; Hayter 1987: 70; Buckley
1988:189 ) . However, this did not exclude them from cultic celebration or
from ministering at the door of the tent of meeting (Exod 38:8; Ps 68:26;
Childs 1974: 636) .

The Mother as Israel
The mother of a household enjoyed such a distinct status in the world of
ancient Israel that she became a symbol of Israel itself. Semitic peoples were
unique in the ancient Near East in referring to prominent cities as mothers
and the villages within their spheres of influence as daughters (Josh 15:4547; Judg 1 : 12) . Not only Israel, but Babylon and Ugarit (near the Mediter
ranean coast in Syria) referred to their cities as mothers (Babylonian:
ummatum; Ugaritic: 'umt; Malamat 1979:527-36) . And Phoenician coins
depicted cities as women with the title "lady" or " godmother" who, like
some cities in the Bible, had the same names as their divine husbands (Josh
9:10; 15:9) .
Consequently, when Deuteronomy (Deut 4 :41-26: 19) and other legal
codes in the Bible refer to women and deal with women's issues, they are
seldom interested simply in regulating physical relationships between men
and women. The vocabulary dealing with women and with sexuality is
concerned far more with property than with gender and sexual contact. It
is concerned with more sweeping issues of social justice and the equitable
distribution of goods and services by maintaining a strong subsistence
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economy (Benjamin 1983: 12- 18) . For traditional societies, social justice,
and not sexual conduct, is the basis of morality. Consequently, teachings
dealing with virginity, marriage, divorce, infidelity, adultery, promiscuity,
and rape are concerned not only with the sexual relationships of individuals
or couples, but also with the social and economic relationships between the
households in the village as a whole (Gordis 1974:241-64; Meyers 1988: 12324; Porter 1967 ) .
When a woman married, fo r example, her marriage ratified a n important
political and economic covenant between her household and the household
of her husband (Fontaine 1990:162; Lerner 1986:67-68) . The precise eco
nomic significance of a particular sexual relationship was indicated in the
various titles which households bestowed on women. The rendering of these
titles in English today carry almost no economic connotations, and, in some
cases, carry unnecessarily negative moral overtones. Among the most com
mon titles for women in the Bible are "harlot" (ilm, z6nah; Josh 2:1), "con
cubine" (rliJ'?El, pileges; 2 S am 15:16; 16:20-23) , "wife " (ilrd�. 'issah; Gen 12:5) ,
"virgin" (i!'?m::i, be i_ulah, Deut 22:19; i!�'?lt, 'alma) , Isa 7 : 14 ) , "princess" (il1ft;,
sii.rah; 1 Kgs 11:3) , or "queen" ( il :J '?� mal�ah; 1 Kgs 10: 1 ) . Each title is not so
much an indication of the ethical behavior of a particular woman, but
rather of the economic status of the relationship between her household
and the household of her husband.
.

The Mother in the Stories of Hagar and
Sarah (Gen 16:1-16; 21:1-21)
The stories of Hagar and Sarah in Genesis (Gen 16: 1-16; 21:1-21) are
ancestor stories about mothers of households which have been artfully
combined with elements of creation stories. Both stories of Hagar and Sarah
open with a crisis modeled on the sterility affidavit with which a creation
story begins. The affirmation that "Sarai, Abram' s wife, bore him no chil
dren" (Gen 16:1) and the sterility affidavit that "the earth was a formless
void and darkness covered the face of the deep , while a wind . . . swept over
the face of the waters " (Gen 1:2) certify there is no life (Trible 1984:10). And
like a creation story, both stories end when Yahweh makes a covenant with
the newborn child and endows it with land and children of its own. The
words "now you shall conceive and shall bear a son" in the first story of
Hagar and Sarah (Gen 16: 11) are comparable to the words "be fruitful and
multiply" in the story of the Heavens and the Earth (Gen 1:28 ) . The central
episodes of the stories of Hagar and Sarah, however, preserve the authentic
character of the ancestor story, which is quite different from the cosmogony
which makes up the main section of a creation story.
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The traits of a biblical ancestor story appear in the folk stories of many
other cultures (Thompson 1955:58; Olrik 1965:129-41). It has a plot with a
crisis which disturbs the peace and proceeds beyond the climax to the
peace-restoring denouement. The plot is never abrupt. It never begins with
the most important part of the action and never ends abruptly. There is a
leisurely introduction or crisis episode, and then the ancestor story always
proceeds beyond the climax to a point of rest or stability in the denouement
episode.
An ancestor story has only three main characters, but only two at a time
may appear together. Even if there are more characters, only two of them
act simultaneously. Because it limits each episode to two characters , the
folk story is a perfect script for puppeteers who can operate only one puppet
with each hand at a time (Thompson 1977:460-61) . To include more than
three characters, ancestor stories often use two minor characters in one
role. Sometimes these minor characters cooperate, sometimes they compete,
but they are still equivalent to only a single character.
The plot in an ancestor story is always simple or one-dimensional; it is
never complex. One story is told at a time (Coats 1973: 389-90) . Description
is also handled as simply as possible. Similar things are described as nearly
alike as possible, and no attempt is made to secure variety. But most
importantly, the characters in an ancestor story are always simple or
polarized. Polarized characters are one-dimensional. Only such qualities as
directly affect the story are mentioned; no hint is given that the persons in
the story have any life outside the story.
Ancestor stories delight in repetition, not only to give the story suspense
but also to fill it out. Repetition in the Bible is usually threefold, though
sometimes it may be fourfold (Judg 16:15-17). Tellers make generous use of
irony. Hence, the weakest or worst character often turns out to be the most
successful. The youngest is often the heir, the weakest is often the victor.
Clans tell ancestor stories to celebrate a father or mother whose particular
virtue saved the community from extinction. In these stories, tellers cele
brate this single virtue; they do not intend to establish a universal system
of values . The virtue is never trivial. It is a virtue which makes the difference
between life and death, not j ust for a single household or village but for the
entire clan. The ancestor story inspires households to identify with their
ancestors, thus giving them a sense of their roots.
Perfection discourages imitation, and therefore, ancestor characters are
always flawed , giving them a very human, very imitable quality. Their flaws
or limitations put them within reach of the present generation and encour
age the present generation to imitate their resourcefulness in dealing with
crisis. Ancestor stories provide households with companions in crisis and,
to some extent, are also apologies, explaining why some households survive
when others in the village are destroyed.
The stories of Hagar and Sarah celebrate Hagar as a mother whose
perseverance allowed her to found a household. The two stories are not
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chronological, they are parallels of the same story. As they are told in the
Bible today, these stories have been integrated into the stories of Abraham
and Sarah. But neither Abraham nor Sarah is their protagonist. Neither
Abraham nor Sarah reach a goal or undergo a change in the course of the
story. The Abraham character is indecisive throughout, and his actions
only ratify the actions of either Sarah or Hagar. Abraham is Sarah' s helper.
Neither does the Sarah character reach a goal; she only tries to block Hagar
(Trible 1984:10) . She is the antagonist. The protagonist in these stories is
Hagar. She sets out at the beginning of the story to obtain land and
children, and she accomplishes her goal.
If, like Sarah, the mother of a household was unable to have children due
to infertility, she provided her husband with a surrogate who would bear
sons and daughters for him (Seibert 1974: 15). A mother was not shamed by
designating a surrogate, which was a legal remedy developed precisely to
protect her honor (pace Trible 1984:11) . The mother of the household, not
the fa ther, designated the surrogate. She selected her from slaves who were
already members of the household, and once a surrogate had a child, she
could not be dismissed from the household (Gen 30:3-9) .
Infertility was not the only circumstance in which the mother o f a house
hold designated a surrogate. The Code of Hammurabi from Babylon permits
a woman who is a priest to designate a priest of lower rank or one of her
own slaves as a surrogate ( CH 144-46; Seibert 1974: 16-19 ) . And at Sumer,
women who were naditu priests took a vow not to have children so that
their inheritance would remain intact. If they chose to marry, their husband
could take a second wife to serve as a surrogate childbearer (Harris 1964:
108, n. 14) . Their children were entitled to inherit only from their husband' s
household, n o t from the household of the nadltu, whose property reverted
in most instances to her brothers (Harris 1975:364-67) .
The Bible does not make i t clear whether Sarah i s a priest who has made
a vow not to bear children, or is a woman who is physically unable to do
so (Teubal 1984 ) . But since she is infertile , she designates a surrogate who
will bear a child which she and Abraham can adopt. "Sarai . . . gave [Hagar]
to Abram . . . as a wife" (Gen 16:3, NRSV) or "to be his concubine" (NAB) .
Although Hagar initially accepts Sarah' s covenant to bear her a child,
she later reneges. She understands the kicking of the child in her womb as
a declaration of independence. The movements of an unborn were signifi
cant in the world of the Bible (Gen 25:22-23) . For example , Elizabeth in the
Gospel of Luke (Luke 1 : 44) understands the movement of her child as a
dance with which it welcomes the coming of Mary into the village, just as
David danced to welcome the coming of the ark of the covenant into the
city of Jerusalem (2 Sam 6 :14-16).
Hagar's response to the child's movement is generally rendered: "she
looked with contempt upon her mistress" (Gen 16: 4 ) . But before this reading
in the Hebrew text became standard, Hagar's words may have been a hymn
rather than an insult: "I am going to give birth to a wild ass of a man . "

34

VILLAGE POLITICS

Hym n to )'a�weh as �idwife

(<;en 21:6)

Abrah.am <Was a h,lln� red year$ old wite n his .. so n 1.saac was born
to h,im. Sarah , then $aid,
..
"God ha.s • brought l ��gllter !o r me;
ev�ryone wh o h t!ar;s ·will laugh with rile . ·
. .s i d �. Sarah would nurse children?
W ho would · ·�. . · ; have
a
Yeti · ha,ve borne [Abraham]a son in his ·old age."
. • .

. .. •.

Mothers regularly celebrate the birth of their children with a hymn like
those now preserved in the words of the angel of the Lord to Hagar in the
desert (Gen 16:12) . The Hebrew word commonly translated "to look on with
contempt" ('?'?p, qiilal) also has the meaning "to j ettison" or "unload" (1 Kgs
12:10 ; Jonah 1:5). Since the story describes Ishmael as a wild animal, it
would be consistent for his mother to describe Ishmael' s birth as if she were
" dropping " ('?'?p, qiilal) a calf or foal. Her words do not shame Ishmael. They
celebrate the strength and vigor which he began to exhibit even in the
womb . Furthermore, the Hebrew word commonly translated as "mistress"
(;iii::in, gel.2frdh) and used in reference to Sarah (Gen 16:4) , can also mean
"warrior" (11:::i n , gibb6r; 1 S am 17:51) .
Sarah, however, taunts Hagar and turns the words of her surrogate's
hymn against her in the same way that Elijah turns the words of the
prophets of Ba'al against them (1 Kgs 18:17-26, 29) . Hagar sings: "I am
going to give birth to a wild ass of a man " (Gen 16: 4 ) ; Sarah taunts: " she
looked with contempt on her mistress " (Gen 16:5) . Then Sarah asks for and
receives Abraham' s approval to mediate the conflict between her and Hagar
by submitting Hagar to an ordeal in the desert.
There are legal precedents for Sarah's reaction to Hagar (Seibert 1974:7385). As Abraham reminds Sarah, the mother of the household has the legal
authority to punish any woman who fails to honor her father and mother:
"your slave-girl is in your power; do to her as you please" (Gen 16:6) .
Rubbing salt into a woman' s gums, for example, is one punishment permit
ted by the Code of Ur-Nammu (Pritchard 1969 ANET:525; Seibert 1974 : 16 ) .
The Code of Hammurabi permits a mother to demote a slave o r sell her ( CH
147; Seibert 1974: 16) . However, if the woman was a surrogate who had
actually borne a child for the father of the household she could not be sold
( CH 146; Leach 1976:74-75) . Furthermore, after the death of the father, a
surrogate and her children were emancipated, and her child could even
become the father's heir (Seibert 1974:16-17; CH 170-71) .
Sarah does " deal harshly with" or punish Hagar before sending her into
the desert to let Yahweh decide whether she or Hagar is to be the mother
of the household (Gen 16:6) . In one story of Hagar and S arah, it is clear that
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Hagar runs away. Sarah is not selling her away from the household (Gen
16:6). However, in another, when Sarah demands that Abraham " drive out
that slave and her son" (Gen 21:10), she may be clearly violating Hagar ' s
legal rights t o remain i n the household once s h e h a s conceived or given
birth to a child. But it is more likely that by driving Hagar out, Sarah is
subjecting her to an ordeal (Gen 21:10; Num 5) .
The ordeal is a judicial institution. It resolves conflicts between house
holds which could not be resolved by the elders in a village assembly and
reestablishes harmony (ci';ltd, sii.16m) within the village. Crimes which car
ried the death penalty, such as adultery and j ealously (Num 5:11-31) ,
required the plaintiff's charge be supported by the testimony of two eye
witnesses. Without these eyewitnesses the plaintiff had no recourse to the
village assembly. The village assembly could not function when there were
no witnesses (Benjamin 1983:198-210, 297-98) . Since harmony in the vil
lage was essential for the prosperity of its economy, the ordeal was intended
to help break a stalemate and to allow the village to render a decision
between the households.
In the ordeal the defendant is exposed to a strenuous, life-threatening
experience (Frymer 1976 ) . If she survives, then the divine assembly has
cleared her of the charges made against her and the honor of her household
is reaffirmed. If she does not, then her household is shamed. An ordeal was
a legally constructed " day of judgment" (Deut 32:34-36; Job 21:30; Ps 18: 7
M T [ET v. 6] ; 32: 6 ) . According t o o n e protocol, defendants were thrown into
the river as they cried out for deliverance (Mccarter 1973:403-12 ) . If they
survived they were innocent; if they drowned they were guilty and their
property was confiscated (Job 21:17; CH 2 ) . Exercising this legal option,
Elij ah the prophet submits the prophets of Ba'al to an ordeal by water in
the River Kishon (1 Kgs 18:40 ; Benj amin 1992:19-28) .
I n the stories o f Hagar and Sarah, Sarah subjects Hagar t o a n ordeal by
thirst in the Negeb desert. The desert is not a place of punishment in these
stories as it is in the stories of Adam and Eve and the stories of Cain and
Abel in G enesis. Here the desert is a place of judgment. Hagar appeals to
Yahweh and the divine assembly for a judgment against Sarah by taking
Ishmael into the desert in Genesis, just as Moses appeals to Yahweh and the
divine assembly for a judgment against Pharaoh by leading the Hebrews
into the desert in Exodus. Hagar places Ishmael before the sacred tree, and
it is Hagar, not Ishmael, who cries out to Yahweh for justice (Trible 1984:
24-25; 1985:234-35; Ps 18: 7 MT [ET v. 6] ; 69:15-16 MT [ET vv. 16-17] ; Jonah
2 : 3) . Clear legal characteristics also appear in Yahweh' s words to Hagar:
"Hagar, maid of Sarai, where have you come from and where are you
going" (Gen 16:8)? Yahweh summons or subpoenas Hagar with the same
formula used to subpoena the people primeval in the stories of Adam and
Eve (Gen 3 : 9) . And legal language continues as Hagar serves as her own
defense attorney: "I am running away from my mistress, S arai" (Gen 16:8) ;
and Yahweh announces the verdict and sentence imposed by the divine
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assembly: " go back to your mistress and submit to her abusive treatment"
(Gen 16:9).
The verdict of the divine assembly should not be understood as an en
dorsement of physical abuse. It is a covenant similar to that in the stories
of Adam and Eve (Gen 3:14-19) and the stories of Abraham and Sarah (Gen
12:2-3 ) . In fact, Yahweh's words to Hagar (Gen 16:10-12) are virtually

Covenant betw47en Yahweh and ·Abraham
(G.en 1 2:2;.. J )
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. . �
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[I will ] . • • .
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. bless those'who bless y.e>u�
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identical to Yahweh's words to Abraham (Gen 12:2-3 ) . First, Yahweh en
dows Hagar with children and land. Yahweh gives her both a son and the
oasis of Beer-lahai-roi in the Negeb. She is no longer a slave, but free.
Second, Yahweh tutors Hagar in the consequences of her fertility. The
intention of the verdict of the divine assembly is not to punish Hagar and
her descendants but to persuade them that the blessings of fertility are
worth the abuse or labor. Fertility demands labor, and labor distinguishes
human fertility from divine fertility (Von Rad 1962:142-43) . For humans,
the ecstasy of giving life to another human being in birth, or to the earth
through farming, demands the agony of labor. As in the stories of Adam
and Eve, Yahweh here in the stories of Hagar and Sarah (Gen 16:9) is more
a midwife than a judge (Benj amin 1989: 115-20; Benj amin 1993 ) . The mid
wife does not impose labor pain upon a mother as a sentence for conceiving
a child, she interprets that pain. Thus, the stories of Hagar and Sarah
assume that the ability to create, which Hagar has acquired, cannot be
exercised without labor. Hagar must bear children, manage resources,
educate women and children, and mediate disputes. She must be the mother
of a household.

3
The Farmer

T

he economy of the biblical world was dedicated
to the two basic resources of land and children (Gen 12: 1-8) , which it was
committed to develop (Gen 1 :26-28) . Possession of land and children distin
guished free households from their slaves and residents of a village from the
exiles who lived with them. The free and the resident had land and children;
the slave and the exile did not.
The Bible seldom explains farming, but simply assumes the audience
understands it so well that no additional details are needed. And there are
few, if any, stories in the Bible which provide explanations for developments
in the technology of farming . Farmers are simply portrayed as using the
tools necessary for life in the hill country. Plowing, planting, threshing , and
winnowing form a part of their everyday life. For instance, the stories of
Gideon in Judges (Judg 6 : 11) refer to a threshing floor and wine press at
Ophrah, but tellers do not describe them because there was a threshing
flo or to process grain and a wine press to squeeze grapes in or near every
village.

Environment
The economics of farming involved environment, demography, and tech
nology. Environment was the land which villagers farmed . Demography
was the villagers who farmed it. And technology included the tools and
skills with which farmers worked.
The panhandle of Syria-Palestine, which the Bible calls " Canaan" and
then "Israel, " makes up less than 60 miles of land mass, west to east
(between the 34th and 36th meridians of longitude) and 350 miles , north to
south, between the 31st and 33d parallels of latitude. Nonetheless , there are
six clearly defined geographical and climatic zones. Moving from west to
east, the first zone encountered is a coastal plain along the shore of the
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Mediterranean. The plains are separated by foothills (;r ? ::ird, sepeldh) from
the hills west of the Jordan River or Cisjordan. These hills make up the
second zone. The third zone is the valley (i1J1li, 'a raf2 ah ) created by the
Jordan River and the Dead Sea. The fourth is the hills or plateaus east of
the Jordan River or Transj ordan. To the south, the fifth zone, the coastal
plain with its foothills and the hill country are separated from the sixth
zone, the deep-desert in the Sinai by a fragile near-desert region (J�:J. negel!)
which provides the last year-round springs or wells large enough to sup p ort
permanent settlements.
Throughout Syria-Palestine there are only two seasons, wet and dry.
Moist winds blowing west to east create the wet season. Hot dry winds
(Arabic: sirocco, khamsin) blowing from east to west create the dry season.
The plains cause temperature changes in the winds blowing west to east off
the Mediterranean Sea which create the rain (Aharoni 1967: 8-9) .
The range of what each village planted or the animals they herded was
determined by the physical environment of their settlement site. There were
many different kinds of local geography with which farmers had to contend.
There was desert to the east, highlands to the north and south, slopes and
foothills to the west (I. Finkelstein 1988a:ll9-39) . For instance, the Hebrew
villages farthest north of Jerusalem lived on land marked by outcroppings
of limestone and poor soil. Each village, by necessity, adapted its farming
techniques to match the potential of its environmental conditions with
existing technology.
A standard harvest in the hills produced ten to fifteen times the grain
which was needed to plant it. Positive changes in the quality of the land,
the number of farmers available, and the way in which they worked could
increase the standard harvest, yet there was always a greater risk that
negative changes could destroy the economy of the village and its house
holds altogether (Hopkins 1987:178-91) . Fields which produced as little as a
ten to fifteenfold harvest in good years typically failed altogether in three
years out of ten.
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Demographics
To get the most from the labor available in the village farmers used a
variety of techniques. They managed their time, pooled their resources, and
had as many children as possible. Farmers staggered sowing by planting a
single crop in several stages over a period of time. Although it would be
impossible for them to care for a single large crop at one time, the same
number of farmers could handle the same size crop one section at a time.
Planting in stages also provided some insurance against losing an entire
crop when the planting and harvesting rains were off-cycle.
Farmers also planted a variety of cereals with tree, vine, fruit, and nut
crops. The technique had two effects . Like staggering the sowing of a single
crop, varying the kinds of crops planted allowed farmers to spread out their
work. Trees and vines did not require attention at the same time as grains .
Planting more than o n e crop also restricted the damage done b y plant
disease. Since the disease or drought which affected one crop did not always
affect others, planting a variety of crops prevented the loss of an entire
harvest. Even when one particular crop failed completely there was still a
chance that others would survive.
The Gezer Almanac from around 925 BCE preserves a typical farm schedule
in the world of the Bible. It matches each month with a particular chore.
It has the same number of parts as the year, and, like the agricultural cycle,
it arranges the parts in a planting-cultivating-harvesting pattern. The al
manac graphically demonstrates the diversified agricultural picture of the
hill country. Staggered planting protected against environmental disasters
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such as drought (Hopkins 1985: 215-17) . The use of both wheat, a slowly
maturing grain, and barley, which matures quickly in poor or salty soil,
provides successive harvests and allows farmers time to harvest one crop
and process it before the next one ripens (Turkowski 1969: 105) . Finally,
grapes and figs can be harvested at the end of the summer without inter
fering with major grain harvests. In a region where the labor supply seldom
met labor needs, spacing of major farming events would have been abso
lutely necessary. For Deuteronomy, one of the blessings of the land is that
it will grow barley, grapes, figs, pomegranates, olives, and honey, making
crop mixing possible (Deut 8:7-8) .
Farmers i n the villages i n early Israel also worked long hours and full
weeks. The values of hard work and the six-day work week find strong
endorsement in Genesis (Meyers 1988: 47-71) . The stories of Adam and Eve
(Gen 2:4b-4:2), for example, teach the value of hard work. The story of
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the Heavens and the Earth (Gen l : l-2: 4a) teaches the importance of a
six-day work week.
By living together in pillared houses, farmers pooled their labor (Callaway
1983:44) . Together they cleared land, terraced fields, planted, cultivated ,
and harvested crops (Hopkins 1985: 266-70; Borowski 1987: 163-65) . Pillared
houses excavated to date reveal a variety of different patterns to meet space
and environmental needs. After 1250 BCE, pillared houses appear in villages
throughout Syria-Palestine (Mazar 1990:343) . They were designed to meet
the same three basic needs: living and working space, space for livestock,
and storage space for grain, animal fodder, and products such as wool
(Seeden and Kaddour 1984: 497) .
The pillared house was a simple rectangle divided lengthwise into three
areas by a row of roof-supporting pillars on one side and a solid wall on the
other (Miller 1977:252-62; Weippert 1971 : 135; Dar 1986:2; Martin 1989: 107;
Mazar 1990: 334; Hopkins 1985: 144-47) . The row of pillars was nearer to one
long wall, creating an area about four and one-half feet wide on the narrow
side and about ten feet wide on the other. S ome houses had an additional
room across the back of the basic rectangle which was entered through a
door off the main section of the house. Beams six to eight inches in diameter
were set into notches in the solid outer wall of the house and stretched to
the pillars and inside wall. They supported a roof which was six feet above
the floor. The roof itself was made up of slats coated with a layer of white
clay (Arabic: huwwar) .
Based on the size of the cisterns at Raddana, which held 23.2-28.3 cubic
yards of water, 8 to 10 adults using 2 . 6 cubic yards of water per year, could
live in one pillared house (Callaway 1983:50; 1984:61 ) . Each would have
about 12 square yards of living space (Callaway 1983:50). There was no
furniture. People sat cross-legged on the packed clay and stone floor or on
a stone ledge along the base of the inside wall of the house. Flat stones were
used for stools. Everyone slept on the floor. Several households shared a
common outdoor courtyard kitchen . Bread was baked on a pottery bowl
inverted over the coals (Hos 7:8) .
Hebrew villagers wore a loincloth and a tunic. Everyone also had a cloak
which doubled as a blanket. Hence there were no closets in a pillared house.
F ew villagers bathed or regularly washed their clothes, so there were no
rooms for washing or bathing. They relieved themselves in the fields which
they farmed (1 Kgs 18:27; Ezek 16:5) .
Some farmers also herded. They herded sheep, goats, and cattle for their
milk, meat, and wool, and as a hedge against a bad harvest and the
incursions of their neighbors (Judg 6:4; LaBianca 1979: 229; Sherratt 1981) .
Herding was often carried out by children who did not deprive the village
of needed field labor (1 Sam 16:11) . At Giloh , south of Jerusalem, there are
large corrals fenced by stone walls attached to some of the pillared houses,
whose presence suggests a fairly large-scale herding operation, with safe
haven given to the animals in the village at night (Mazar 1990: 340) .
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From time to time, farmers also raided passing caravans transporting
goods between Syria and Egypt, or they served as transit agents, taxing
goods which passed through their territory. In some cases, farmers served
as trading partners, especially in metals which were acquired as imports
and shaped into tools ( Callaway 1983:53). They also turned their own
pottery, wove linen from flax, and fashioned tools of wood, flint, and bronze.
By combining farming with herding , raiding , trading, and manufa cturing,
farmers distributed their labor more evenly and insured themselves against
facing the dry season without having produced any food at all (Chaney
1983:61).
Another major strategy which farmers used to improve their labor force
was to increase the absolute number of workers by having more children.
Women in Hebrew villages not only produced by working in the gardens
and homes, but reproduced by bearing children. Nonetheless , the popula
tion of the Hebrew villages in the hills between 1250-1000 BCE continued to
suffer a fifty percent infant mortality rate. With every woman carrying four
pregnancies to term, less than two newborns survived. But this strategy of
increasing the size of the household also meant there were more mouths to
feed. Therefore, increasing the number of workers, by itself, did not create
a higher standard of living (Hopkins 1987: 189) .

Technology
Farmers in the hills made extensive use of the time-tested tools and
techniques to clear, plow, water, and fertilize their farms and improve their
harvest. Efficient clearing and plowing of the land in the hills were essential
to its cultivation. The clearing and planting techniques used by the Hebrews
had been used since 10, 000 BCE when at first Stone and then Bronze Age
peoples set fires to flush game, and farmers used slash and burn techniques
to clear the hills of maquis brush and terebinth oak (Hopkins 1987: 180,
222) . Crops were planted around stumps in the cleared terra rossa soil.
There is little paleobotanical evidence in excavations today that dense
forests ever existed in the hills (pace Borowski 1987:15 ) . The word commonly
translated "forest" (1I1\ ya 'ar) simply means wild, untilled land covered with
year-round vegetation. The Bible uses the word to describe a wide variety
of overgrown land. It can mean cedar forests, open woodlands, thickets, or
scattered shrubs (Callaway 1983:48 ) . The pine trees, terebinth oak, and
maquis brush which covered the mountains in Lebanon as well as the hills
in Judah in prehistoric times had been heavily utilized for firewood, cleared
for farming , and cut for building materials by 1250 BCE when the first
Hebrew villages were settled in the hill country (Zohary 1982:43, 59) . Con
sequently, it was not iron axe heads and plow blades alone which served
as a catalyst for the settlement of the hill country (Hopkins 1985: 221;
Gottwald 1979: 655).
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Metallurgical evidence from excavations shows that iron working did not
appear suddenly throughout Syria-Palestine , but spread gradually and hap
hazardly. The artifacts which archaeologists are recovering from sites now
indicate that iron plow points and axe heads were not widely used there
until Israel became a state about 1000 BCE (McNutt 1990:128, 144, 202) . In
the stories of Elisha, for example, iron axeheads are still considered as
precious possessions; a farmer who loses a borrowed axe and becomes
visibly upset at the loss of this valuable implement (2 Kgs 6 : 4-7).
Nonetheless , Hebrew farmers supplemented their Stone and Bronze Age
techniques with some important new dry-farming techniques like terraces
and cisterns to increase agricultural production and make life in the hills
more possible (Hopkins 1985: 162, 186-87, 200-202) . Farmland in the hills
was never irrigated, but Hebrew farmers did construct terraces to manage
the available water supply (Borowski 1987:163-64) . The terraces (rmii�,
m�ird, madreg61, se dem61) not only converted sloping hillsides into workable
farm plots and prevented erosion, but also caught and preserved rain water
(Borowski 1987:17) . Terraces slow the runoff and allow the moisture to seep
deep into the soil where it evaporates more slowly. Terracing was limited
until after Israel became a state in 1000 BCE, because the cost in time and
labor to build and maintain them was prohibitive (Borowski 1987:16-17;
Edelstein and Gibson 1982; Stager 1982) .
There are only two seasons each year when it rained in the hills. It rained
just before the planting season, and it rained just before the harvesting
season. This rainfall was critical to farming . It had to rain at the end of the
long hot summer to soften the soil enough for farmers to plow and plant.
And it had to rain near the end of the growing season to bring the crops to
reach full fruit. To prevent crop failure, these rains had to come at the right
time and in the right quantity. Three years in ten, however, the quantity
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or timing of the rain varied enough to damage crops. Either there was not
enough rain to plant or there was too much rain after the crops were planted.
Most of the Hebrew villages did not have a nearby spring to provide a
continuous flow of water to drink. Generally villagers had to travel to reach
a fresh or living water source. Khirbet Rabud, for example, is almost two
miles south of the nearest spring. And Hesban is one and one-half miles
from the nearest springs (LaBianca 1979:2; Hopkins 1985:162) . Consequently,
cisterns fo r storing rainwater were an important technology for conserving
water. They provided a water source independent of the natural springs in the
valleys, which had held earlier villages hostage to such vulnerable locations.
The cistern was not the unique invention of the Hebrews who settled in
the hills. Early cisterns were cut into water-tight bedrock. At both Ai and
Raddana, for example, cisterns were cut into the impervious rock under
neath and adj acent to each new house. They were hewed out of the rock
when the houses were constructed. But it was the technology of cutting into
porous rock and plastering cisterns with slake lime which was most impor
tant to Hebrew farmers. The rock on most of the hilltops in the area north
of Jerusalem consists of thick layers of Senonian chalk interspersed with
thinner layers of Lower Cenomanian limestone. Farmers cut their cisterns
into the chalk layers, which have a self-sealing quality when wet. The thin
layers of hard limestone most often were at the bottom of the cisterns. These
cisterns were bell-shaped with narrow openings at the top. One cistern at
Ai was even connected with two others located under the adj acent house.
The three cisterns operated together as a filtration trap system (Callaway
1983: 49) . As the water stood in each cistern, impurities settled out of the
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water and collected at the bottom. When it flowed out of one cistern and into
the other, impurities which had not settled out were trapped in rock filters.
In the hills , there was little or no bottom land, only shallow soil. Planting
a field season after season mined or used up soil nutrients . The only fertilizer
used by Hebrew farmers was human excrement and manure dropped by
grazing herds. Farmers compensated by fallowing (Lev 25:2-3) . They planted
a field one year, but used it as pasture the next. After they harvested a crop,
they would plow the land, but would not replant it at the beginning of the
next season. The process helped destroy weeds, conserve moisture, and
somewhat offset the destructive effects of soil mining .
Farmers always stored a portion o f every harvest a s insurance against a
short-fall in the produce of the upcoming season. To protect these reserves
they dug pit silos (Hopkins 1985: 149; Ibrahim 1978:124) . And they manu
factured collared rim jars (Greek: 7ti9ot uniquely shaped for storage (Mazar
1990:345-48 ) . This stored grain was reinvested in population growth (Men
denhall 1976a:l57) .
Farming the hills demanded adaptations based on the economic and social
reaction of the Hebrews to their new physical and cultural environment.
Consequently, farming, more than any other challenge, created a new
people from the Hebrew villagers who settled there after 1250 BCE (Butzer
1982:290; Frick 1985: 193) . To meet the demands of peak labor periods, and
to fill the times between with maintenance of facilities and less intensive
work periods like the grape harvest, both men and women farmed (Freeman
1970 : 178) . The lives of these village farmers, while hard, contained both a
healthy respect for the environment and an appreciation for its bounty
(Judg 21:19). But even with the concerted efforts of the entire village, no
single village could have coped in every instance with their local en
vironmental constraints or the labor needs of their fields without the help
of other villages (Sahlins 1968:77; Hopkins 1985: 256-57) . Consequently,
villages shared the risk and responsibility of farming a marginal agricul
tural region by forming tribes. The continued reliance of the villages upon
the tribe eventually built permanent political networks which contributed
to the formation of a state. Their village culture grew in size and organiza
tion to the point where the Hebrews began to compete economically and
militarily with their neighbors in the cities to the west. By 1000 BCE, the
tightly knit relationships forged by risk spreading and cooperation drew the
farmers together politically and forged the networks necessary for the
formation of a state.

A Hymn to Yahweh as a Farmer (Isa 5:1-7)
Although often subtle, many of the sophisticated techniques early He
brews developed to cope with the land they farmed appear in the laws and
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stories of the Bible (Jer 31:39; Ezek 38:20 ; Hab 3 : 17 ) . A Hymn to Yahweh as
a Farmer in Isaiah (Isa 5 :1-7), which is retold in the G ospel of Mark as the
Parable of the Tenants (Mark 12: 1-9 ) , is a good example. A Hymn to
Yahweh as a Farmer is an oracle of judgment or a verdict of the divine
assembly in the trial of Jotham, who was the monarch of Judah between
742 and 735 BCE (Niehr 1986:99-104) .
'
Verdicts o f the divine assembly promulgated b y the prophets were always
intended for monarchs, even though not every one was delivered directly
to the royal court itself (Lang 1983a: 63 ) . After 850 BCE, when Assyria began
its conquest of Syria-Palestine, Assyrian diplomats often challenged a local
ruler' s authority by negotiating directly with the local population instead
of negotiating with rulers themselves (2 Kgs 18:13-37) . During the same
period, prophets like Isaiah began to employ the same technique by an
nouncing their verdicts to the people rather than to the monarchs. Conse
quently, Isaiah promulgated the Hymn to Yahweh as a Farmer in Jerusalem
during the festival celebrating the grape harvest (Kaiser 1972:59-60; Oswalt
1986: 154; Willis 1977 : 362) .
The Hymn to Yahweh assumes that Yahweh has appeared before the
divine assembly on behalf of Judah' s farmers to sue Jotham, the king who
owns the vineyards. The hymn contains an indictment presenting the
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charges Yahweh filed and a sentence prescribing the punishment that the
divine assembly imposes on the monarch.
The indictment uses some of the same sexual language which appears
throughout the Song of Solomon (Junker 1959:264) . It describes Yahweh as
a farmer or lover (1,1\ yii<Ji<l) whose vineyard or beloved (111, do<}) ignores
him (Cant 2:15; 4:16; 6:1; 8:12) . This language is a development from the
significant liturgical role of women at harvest time. For example, at Shiloh
women play music, dance, and sing in the vineyards to celebrate the end
of the grape harvest (Judg 21:16-24) . Consequently, the words " let me sing
for my beloved my love-song, " with which the Hymn to Yahweh begins,
imitate those regularly intoned by a woman celebrating the grape harvest
and would have been addressed by her to the vineyard owner (Isa 5:1;
Ackerman 1992:163) .
Sexual imagery does not always shift the focus of a text from economics
and social justice to romance and unrequited love. Semitic vocabulary for
having sexual intercourse, learning, eating, farming , fighting, and sacrific
ing often overlaps (Gilg I:iv:l6ff. ; Cant 5:1; 6:11-12; 7:11-12) . The play on
words with which the hymn closes defines the love with which it opens as
judgment and justice. Yahweh looks for judgment (t!:lElW�. mispiit) and justice
(i1p1�, �e<Jiiqah) , but finds only oppression (i1Elft.l�. mispah) and cries fo r help
(ilpv�. �e ·aqah) .
There are actually two women in the Hymn to Yahweh as a Farmer: the
woman who sings and the vineyard. In the hymn itself the divine assembly
sentences this second woman, or the vineyard, but economically it is the
monarchy of Judah who suffers the loss. Just as the names of cities who are
women and their divine husbands are often interchangeable in the ancient
Near East (Josh 9:10; 15:9) , here the vineyard, personified as a woman, and
the monarch who owns it are interchanged.
The indictment in the hymn describes each of the painstaking steps which
farmers take to farm the land of Judah: clearing the ground, turning the
soil, planting and pruning the vines, protecting the vineyard from preda
tors, grazing animals, and raiders, and finally processing the grapes into
wine (Yee 1981:33-34; Willis 1977:356-58) . Yahweh cites each step to the
divine assembly to add credibility to the charges that despite all this hard
work which the farmers do for the monarch, they starve.
Vineyards were labor intensive to install and to maintain. Unlike fields
for grain, which only required plowing, farmers had to carve vineyards
(Ci::l, kerem) into rugged hillsides which did not lend themselves to cultiva
tion (Luria 1985-86:289-92) . Their deforested and often overgrazed slopes
were badly eroded by wind and rain. The construction of terraces required
clearing of stones from the area, building retaining walls , and transporting
new topsoil from elsewhere. Only after the hillside terracing was completed
could the farmer plow the soil. Installations as difficult to build and main
tain as terraces should have become prized possessions whose produce
would bring prosperity to the farmers of Judah for generations (1 Kgs

48

VILLAGE ECONOMICS

21:2-3) . But despite all the hard work of the fa rmers, Jotham and the other
monarchs of Judah took everything for trade.
When planting a new vineyard, it was necessary to obtain choice cuttings
from proven vines (Latin: vitis vinifera). The farmer in the hymn plants fine
purple grapes (piw, soreq; Akkadian: saraqu'). The cuttings have potential,
based on earlier harvests. They were not only prized for food, but also fo r
the shade provided by intertwining branches (1 Kgs 4 : 25 ; Ps 80: 11 MT [ET
v. 10] ) . Although they were not a wood that could be used for building
materials, the trunks of these vines became synonymous with strength and
fertility (Ezek 15:2-5; 19: 11) . In the world of the Bible, grape vines were not
staked, but were allowed to trail along the ground (Dalman 1928 : 1.69;
Borowski 1987:102-14) .
To protect the vineyard the farmer built a hedge or wall with the rocks
cleared from the hillside (Oswalt 1986: 153) . The wall protected the vines
from grazing or wild animals, or uncaring travelers who would consume
fruit which they did not work to produce (Ps 80:13 MT [ET v. 12] ; Cant 2 : 15 ) .
I t also marked off the vineyard from others i n the village. The wall was
complimented by a tower where a child would have been stationed to watch
fo r flocks of birds, for predators, and for raiders (Isa 5 :2) .
Before vines began to produce, years of labor were required. Only when
the vines reached maturity did they produce grapes of their own. In order
to mature properly vines had to be pruned annually (Lev 25:4; John 15:2) .
The ground around the vines had to be hoed to prevent the growth of
water-stealing briars, thorns, and other vegetation (Zohary 1982:146) . Vines
were normally hoed in January and February, and pruned in March (Dal
man 1928:1.264) . But even with the greatest care given to the vineyard, a
successful harvest was never a sure thing. Insects, drought, or war could
singly or together rob farmers of their harvest (Deut 28:39 ; Isa 5 :5-6).
The final installation added to the vineyard was a wine press carved out
of the bedrock of the hillside (Isa 5 :2) . In one vat the grapes would be tread
into pulp. Their j uice drained into another vat where it would be allowed
to ferment before being transferred to large storage j ars or wine skins (Jer
13:12-14; Matt 9 : 17) . Some wine was consumed by the villagers, but much
of the wine produced by the farmers of Judah was collected as taxes by the
monarchs (1 Chron 27:27) . Ostensibly, the wine collected by the monarchs
was used to feed and protect their people. But Yahweh charges that Jotham
and the other monarchs of Judah squandered the wine and let the farmers
starve. The predators in the hymn who steal the harvest are not animals or
travelers but monarchs who turn the hard work of farmers into garbage.
Jotham dashed the farmers' hopes (mp, qii.wdh) and left them with nothing
but grapes (r:::ii � �::i. be 'usim) rotting on the vine and unfit for use (Jensen
1990:233 ) .
Some prophets promulgate the verdicts of the divine assembly a t a site
like the threshing floor, where food is processed for the village or the gate
which protects the city-which has some architectural association with the
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responsibility of the village or the state to feed and protect its households
(Matthews 1987:30-31). Therefore, Isaiah promulgates the Hymn to Yahweh
as a Farmer at the temple. The temple is not simply where Yahweh dwells ,
but also where Jotham and the other monarchs of Judah store taxes. During
the festival the farmers built the same kind of temporary shelters for their
households which they threw up in the vineyards during the harvest itself
(Neh 8 :13-18) . On the first and last day of the eight-day festival, the farmers
gathered at the temple to deposit their taxes on the season' s harvest. Here
Isaiah promulgates to them the verdict imposed on J otham and all the
monarchs of Israel and Judah.
The sentence imposed by the divine assembly is extreme. Land, especially
worked land, is precious. To undo physically all the labor which had gone
into preparing the terraces, the fences, the tower, and the vines, is very
unlike the resource-conscious people of ancient Israel. To cry out against
bad weather, a plague of insects, or even an unfruitful vine is one thing,
but to both rip out the plants and tear down the vineyard itself is another
(Oswalt 1986: 154). Only farmers who planned to abandon totally their land
and to depart without leaving any evidence of their presence would do such
a thing.
The sentence which Isaiah promulgates in the hymn uses the same
world-turned-upside-down motif found in the flood stories in G enesis (Gen
7:11-24) , the hero stories in Judges , the stories of Balaam from the lands
east of the Jordan River, and the Visions of Neferti from Egypt (Lasine 1984;
Matthews and Benjamin 199lb:59-61; 235-40) . It calls on the farmers of
Judah to turn the world of the monarchy upside down. Ironically, it uses
the same words which the women sang in the vineyard when the harvest
began, celebrating the fertility of Judah under Jotham. In this instance,
however, they function to announce its total destruction at the temple,
where the wine from the harvest was finally deposited . Jotham and the
other monarchs of Israel and Judah continue to break the covenant with
Yahweh and to serve other gods. Despite the labor and care lavished on the
land by Yahweh and the farmers of Judah, the monarchs continue to use
the wine of Judah to make treaties with foreign nations for food and
protection (Williams 1985: 463 ) . Three times the hymn repeats that since the
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honest labor of the farmer did not produce its intended results the vineyard
will be destroyed (Williams 1985:459) .
By the time Isaiah promulgated the Hymn to Yahweh as a Farmer, the
Assyrians, who would destroy the kingdom of Israel in 721 BCE, were already
crossing the Euphrates River and campaigning in Syria-Palestine. And the
traditions of Isaiah would still be vivid in 587 BCE when the Babylonians
tore down the wall of Jerusalem and destroyed the kingdom of Judah.
Jotham and his supporters may have readily associated the hymn's vineyard
imagery with the northern kingdom of Israel. Perhaps they would have
been entertained and somewhat self-justified to hear this verdict against
their rival, who was to be destroyed like an unproductive vine. Ultimately,
however, their condemnation of Israel actually caused them to convict
themselves (Yee 1981:37-40; Williams 1985: 462) . The farmers who survived
the military disasters which destroyed Israel and Judah recalled not only,
again and again, sentences like that in the hymn, but those which the books
of Jeremiah {Jer 7) and Ezekiel (Ezek 8-10) describe as well. And these
survivors would further define the images of the prophets with their own
bitter memories of the destruction and abandonment inflicted on the vine
yards of Israel and Judah by their conquerors.
The destruction of the vineyard will bring the old world of the monarchy
to an end. The terraces will be allowed to fall, resulting in the erosion of
the soil so laboriously carried up the hillside. The wall will be breached and
predators, both animal and human, will be allowed to ravage the vines.
What remains will not be permitted to grow again. Instead, without culti
vation and pruning, the weeds will strangle the vines and ultimately take
over the vineyard, returning it to its previous unworked condition. Finally,
the rains will be withheld. With every trace of the farmer's work destroyed,
things will become, once again, as they are described in the beginning of
the stories of Adam and Eve from Genesis. The farmer whose work inte
grated Israel and Judah into the cosmic life-cycle will be gone. The land will
be without life. Without good farmland, no farmer could survive; without
good farmers, no farmland would exist. With the Hymn to Yahweh as a
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Farmer, Isaiah reminds the farmers of Judah that the promises which
Yahweh made to Abraham and S arah in Genesis (Gen 12: 1-3) , and which
farmers in Deuteronomy (Deut 26:5-11) remembered at every harvest, were
not to be fulfilled while monarchs ruled their land (Knierim 1981:84, 98-99) .
Thus, the prophet challenges them to clear the land and bring this old world
to an end so that a new world can begin. It was a task for which they were
well suited.

The Herder

y the 1980s anthropologists had studied more
than 1200 different cultures (Murdock 1981) . Each culture had unique
characteristics. Herding cultures, for example, were distinguished by their
land and climate (Barth 1961; Zeid 1966 ) , their animals, the politics of the
region in which they worked, and the labor needs of the herding group
(Rubel 1969; Irons 1974; Galaty and Johnson 1990:3) . Each of these factors
affected the herders' ability to hire workers, secure pasture and water, ward
off predators, breed stock, shear wool, milk, slaughter, buy, and sell. But the
characteristic making the greatest impact on social structure was whether
the herders were nomadic or semi-nomadic (Khazanov 1984:19-25) .
Nomadic herders operated within a specialized system and had no perma
nent relationship with any particular villages . They were economically
self-sufficient, although they supplemented their diet through trade, tribute,
or exchange (Murdock 1981: 99; G alaty and Johnson 1990: 2) . Today nomadic
herders, who do no farming at all, live in a very few regions, like northern
Russia, Mongolia, Afghanistan, Turkestan, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Saudi
Arabia, and the Sahara (Bar-Yosef and Khazanov 1992:2). Some nomadic
herders settled down and became villagers. To do so, they migrated from
the marginal regions, which ecologically could only support herding, to
regions which could support some kind of mixed economy including farm
ing (Khazanov 1984: 200 ) . Such a move placed economic pressures on no
madic herders to change the mix of their herds to include more sheep and
goats as they became more settled (LaBianca 1990: 38) . These animals bred
more often and thus increased the household's capital so they could more
effectively compete with the villages in their region. Nomads became villagers
when economic factors demanded it, when the environment began to dete
riorate, or when their military superiority in a area declined (Barth 1973a;
Rowton 1977; Bates and Rassam 1983) . However, there was generally noth
ing to prevent movement back and forth between sedentary and nomadic
existence (Khazanov 1984:199-200; Yedid 1984:29; LaBianca 1990: 38-43) .
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Herders as Neighbors
Semi-nomadic herders, on the other hand, were an integral part of village
life, and were not economically independent. Villages which integrated
farming and herding were economically dimorphic. Farmers developed one
way of exploiting the plant and animal resources of the village, and herders
developed another (Sherratt 1981; Salzman 1971) . Herders in dimorphic
villages could not survive without farmers, and farmers could not survive
without herders. They were mutually dependent or symbiotic (Barth 1962:
345). For farmers, herd animals were capital on the hoof, producers of milk,
meat, and wool, and a hedge against famine (Gen 12: 10) . For herders, farms
were a source of grazing land, fodder, fresh water, and carbohydrates
(Bar-Y osef and Khazanov 1992:5). Some semi-nomadic herders worked part
time, some full-time.

Part-time Herders. Part-time herders were much like family farmers in
North America today. They farmed during certain seasons when every
member of the household was in the fields planting, tending, harvesting, or
processing produce. They herded during others when everyone was totally
involved with breeding, shearing, and slaughtering livestock (Awad 1959;
Bailey 1969 ) . Part-time herders were self-employed; they owned their own
stock. And part-time herders were local; they seldom stayed away from their
villages for any length of time. During the rainy seasons they grazed their
animals close to the village, and during the dry season they fed them with
fodder from village silos (Khazanov 1984:24) .
Full-time Herders. In villages where farming and herding were specialized,
the majority of the population led a sedentary life and was occupied with
agriculture. Village livestock was maintained all year round on pastures,
sometimes quite far from the settlement, and tended by full-time herders
(Khazanov 1984:20-22; Bonte 1977: 177) .
Transhumance describes one method of full-time herding that was de
signed to preserve pasture land while at the same time provide sufficient
fodder for the herds. The term "transhumanance " was originally applied to
seasonal migration of herds in the area of northern Spain and the Pyrenees
region in France, and thus its use to describe the world of the Bible is not
always accurate (Sorre 1950) . However, if transhumance is defined simply
as the movement of herds by a fe w villagers from one grazing area to
another at a different altitude, reflecting the changing of the seasons, then
it can also apply to the world of the Bible (Parkes 1987:639; Bates and
Rassam 1983: 110-12; Balikci 1990:307) .
Eventually a system of restraints was established to guard grazing areas
from becoming exhausted (Arabic: �ima '). Sheep and goats could devastate
pastures in marginal ecologic regions with close cropping of vegetation.
Within this system, certain areas were either prohibited for grazing by sheep
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and goats or were open only during times of drought or following the
harvest. This allowed for fuller use of these areas by cattle, donkeys, or other
livestock, as well as hunting and beekeeping (Shoup 1990: 196) .
But even when herders camped away from the village for days or weeks
at a time, they were still working together with the farmers who remained
in the village. The herders and farmers were still part of one economic
system (Murdock 1981:99 ) . Thus, herding complemented farming . Whether
herders were a resident part of a village population, or moved herds from
one pasture to another, they supplemented rather than competed with the
economy of the village (Alon and Levy 1983:107; Chang 1986: 102) .

Herders as Strangers
Full-time herders were not restricted to the grazing and water resources
of their immediate area. They were more flexible than part-time herders in
managing their livestock (Salzman 1971; Spooner 1973) . Sheep were capable
of traveling only two or three days without water (Mitchell 1971:70; Khaz
anov 1984:55; LaBianca 1990:37) . This period could be lengthened to ten
days if the vegetation was fresh and green (Beaumont et al. 1976: 154). In
any case, herders had to have a clear knowledge of the water resources of
a region, j ust as they did of all of its geographical features. This information
was passed on from one generation to the next along with other herding
skills (Bailey 1984:48-49; Spooner 1973: 17).
But in their search for water and pasture, herders often left the security
of their own land for the lands of strangers. Consequently, although herders
did not compete with the fa rmers in their own villages, they competed with
both the farmers and the herders of other villages. To survive, herders were
cautious in dealing with the foreigners whose lands they traversed. Only
herders who were masters of diplomacy could successfully negotiate with
strangers for access to their limited grazing land and water resources
(Pastner 1971 : 286; Musil 1928: 359) .
Herders in strange lands compensated for their lack of power by an ability
to manipulate the power of others. Like all marginalized people, they ad
mired the clever who improved themselves at the expense of the local
farmers and herders. Foreign herders were not outlaws, but they knew how
to work the system to their own advantage. They were always embroiled in
one kind of conflict or another. Their rights were never secure and had to
be defended continually.

Herders as Covenant Partners
Likewise, although farmers and herders from the same village worked
cooperatively or symbiotically with one another, they considered herders
from other villages to be spies or tricksters. These herders were foreigners
who preyed on their land and water (Matthews 1986) . Local villagers tried
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to restrict the freedom of movement of foreign herders fo r their own security
(Rowton 1974) . If foreign herders passed unchallenged through their land,
important military information might be transmitted to an enemy, or scarce
natural resources might be exhausted, depriving local herders of their
livelihood (Gen 26:19-22; Exod 17:8-13) . In addition, foreign herders might
engage in raiding or other unsanctioned activities which would drain the
local economy and force the local villagers to expend time and effort in order
to bring them under control or drive them from the area.
To change the foreign herders from enemies to friends some local farmers
and herders cut covenants with them (Gen 21:22-34; 26:26-33). Such cov
enants were common and enabled the local villages to keep some measure
of control over the movement of the foreign herders (Bates 1974; Swidler
1973; Mohammed 1973) . Local farmers and herders typically invested in
covenants sealed with endogamous marriages. Foreign herders typically
entered exogamous covenants with local farmers and herders (Exod 2:1622) . In return for pasture and water, foreign herders provided their cove
nant partners with various services.
Once fields were harvested, for example, villages contracted foreign herd
ers to graze their animals on the stubble (Hopkins 1985: 255; ARM 2.99;
14.22 ) . The arrangement provided the animals with rich fodder from the
fields in exchange for the dung which the animals dropped on the fields as
they grazed (Koster and Koster 1976). A verdict promulgated in Jeremiah
alludes to this method of fertilizing fields when it describes the sentence
which the divine assembly imposed on Judah as bodies lying like dung on
the ground (Jer 8:2; 9:22; 16:4)
Villages wishing to increase the number of animals they owned also
contracted with foreign herders to tend them. The root of the relationship
between these villages and the herders was economic. The villages needed
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the herders to care for their animals; the herders needed the villages for a
livelihood, fodder, rations for their household, and loans of grain. Both the
local villages and the foreign herders profited from the herders' success.
Livestock owners not only provided animals, but also pasture or fodder for
them during the months of the year when they were grazed or fed near the
village (Morrison 1983: 157) .
Larsa was a Middle Bronze period city which prospered between 2030 and
1763 BCE in southern Mesopotamia. It was located near Ash Shatrah in
modern Iraq. Ash Shatrah is on the Euphrates River about two-hundred
miles south of Baghdad. Archaeologists there have recovered a number of
contracts between livestock owners and their herders.
The herders in the contracts from Larsa are clearly not slaves, but free
citizens with full legal rights. For example, they are identified by a patro
nymic, which is a last name or title, such as " son of Wantiya. " They are
paid for their work, and they settle disputes with their employers before the
village or city assembly (Morrison 1981:261; Wilhelm 1978:209) .
The herders' skills are not simply the talents of a gifted individual but the
corporate resources of a household. In Larsa, herding was hereditary, and
in a number of cases households of herders worked for the same livestock
owner year after year (Morrison 1981:262; Oppenheim 1939:2) .
Larsa's bookkeepers noted that livestock owners negotiated to pay their
herders either a flat fee or a commission as payment for their services. A
herder's fee for one season might be a certain number of young stock or a
weight of wool, dairy products, clothing , or grain. Commissions, on the
other hand, were generally figured in one of two ways. At Larsa, owners
expected eighty percent of their ewes to bear lambs, and they planned to
lose fifteen percent of a herd to predators or disease. Consequently, some
owners paid their herders with all the lambs over the projected eighty
percent increase or with any animals which survived the projected fifteen
percent loss (Morrison 1983: 157) .
Owners and herders cut covenants once a year. During a roundup (Ak
kadian: buqilnu) or sheep shearing (m, gozez; Gen 38:12 ) , one herding season
was concluded and another begun. Owners and herders counted livestock,
sheared wool, and settled accounts according to the terms of the covenant
which they cut with one another the previous year. Then they negotiated
a new covenant for the herding season ahead (Morrison 1981: 268 ) . The
contract between the owner and the herder identified not only the breed
animals consigned to the herder but also the basis on which the yield of the
herd was calculated (Morrison 1981:271) .
Nuzi is a Late Bronze period city (1500-1250 BCE ) where archaeologists
have also recovered herding contracts. Nuzi (Arabic: Yorghan Tepe) today is
near Kirkuk, Iraq about one-hundred fifty miles north of Baghdad. At Nuzi,
contracts indicate that the livestock roundup took place in May (Morrison
1981:268-69) . From November through April its herders grazed their sheep
near the city. From May through October they grazed them in foreign pastures.
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At Nuzi, a standard herd included some thirty-eight animals. Ninety
percent of a herd would be adult animals. Seventy-eight percent were ewes,
serviced by a single ram. The number was not arbitrary, but economic.
With thirty-eight animals, more or less, herders at Nuzi maximized breed
ing, production of wool and goat hair, dairy products, and meat. The
number also allowed the herd to sustain losses and still recover its standard
strength while in the field (Morrison 1981:276) .
Sheep in the ancient Near East were expected to live seven to ten years.
Ewes gestate lambs for about five months. Herders who bred in May ex
pected their ewes to drop their lambs in October or November (Morrison
1981:276) . Herders would slaughter animals who were between eighteen
and thirty months old, although animals only twelve months old were also
slaughtered as a delicacy.
There were about two goats for every sheep in the flock (Morrison 1981:
274-75) . Goats were mixed with sheep because goats browse and sheep do
not. Goats eat only the leaves of the grass, leaving the stem and roots intact,
and thus allowing the pasture to recover. Sheep consume the entire plant,
thus totally destroying the pasture in a single season. Nonetheless the sheep
will follow the browsing goats and thus not overgraze and destroy a pasture
(Morrison 1981:273, n. 125) . Goats are also hardier than sheep, and they are
not as susceptible to disease and deprivation. Furthermore, they are better
climbers than sheep and thus have access to additional pasture areas
(LaBianca 1990:37). At Nuzi, owners projected a fifteen percent loss of sheep
during a season, but only a fourteen percent loss for goats. Thus , during
difficult seasons or in harsh climates like the Negeb, herders increased the
ratio of goats to sheep in order to maintain the stability of the herd as a
whole (Morrison 1981:174, n. 127) .
Besides finding copies of the contracts between owners and herders,
archaeologists have also recovered promissory notes (Akkadian: muddu)
recording herders ' commitments to repay the owner for any animals lost
because of negligence (Morrison 1983:156). On the one hand, herders were
not responsible for animals lost due to an "act of God" (Akkadian: lipit ilim) ,
and they might be excused from repaying the loss if the livestock were killed
by another animal or if the herder could show that he had not been
negligent. The hides of the lost animals were produced as evidence (HSS
15.196 me-du-ti, read as mituti, pace CAD M/2: 3 , 5; HSS 16.260; 16.432;
Morrison 1981:271) . Human negligence, on the other hand, cost the house
holds of contract herders dearly. For example, at Larsa a sheep cost 1 . 33
shekels of silver, approximately the average ration of grain which the
household of a herder consumed in three months, or about three months'
salary (Morrison 1981:267) .
Besides villages which contracted with foreign herders to manage their
sheep, there were also villages which simply assigned foreign herders spe
cific grazing zones and water rights in return fo r leaving the local economy
intact (Bates 1971). Neither strategy was completely successful (ARM 3 . 38;
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6.30; 14. 121) . Villages continually struggled to negotiate with foreign herd
ers. As a result, relations between the villagers and foreign herders were
often strained at best (Amiran and Ben-Arieh 1963: 162; I. Finkelstein 1984:
201-202) . Foreign herders considered themselves exploited by local villag
ers, and villagers never felt secure with foreign herders in the region
(Matthews 198la; Salzman 1979). Herders regarded villagers with suspicion,
and villagers considered herders as spies and tricksters.
Again and again, the Bible describes the ancestors of ancient Israel as
foreign herders contracted by local villages to manage their livestock (Gen
13:5-12; 21:25-34; 26:17-33; 29: 1-10; 37:12-17) . Herding held the households
of early Israel together and provided them with a livelihood and a sense of
group purpose (Tapper 1979: 49 ) . Like all traditional people, the ancestors of
ancient Israel treated land and animals in the same way they cared for
themselves. Herding, like farming and gardening , structured the social life
of early Israel (Lakoff and Johnson 1980 ) . Daily chores like cooking, eating,
and sexual intercourse reflected their world view (Levi-Strauss 1966; Doug
las 1973 ) .

The Herder in the Boo k of Genesis

Abram and Sarai (Gen 11:9-13:1)
In a story of Abram and S arai in Genesis famine forces them to leave their
villages in Canaan and work as contract herders in Egypt. Pharaoh as the
livestock owner and Abram as the contract herder negotiate competitively
to get the best possible terms from their covenant. Ostensibly, Pharaoh
dominates the covenant by negotiating an exogamous marriage with the
household of Abram. By the time the story ends, however, it is Abram the
herder who has actually received the best terms when Pharaoh offers
Abram' s household a generous settlement to leave Egypt and return home
where the story began.
The story celebrates Abram and Sarai as ancestors who used their ability
to negotiate well even with the Pharaoh of Egypt. The household of Abram
has neither the land nor the children to compete equally with Pharaoh, but
Abram compensates by being clever, Sarai by being attractive. Tellers never
consider whether Abram is also a liar and Sarai the victim of a chauvinist
husband and an employer who sexually harasses her. Their story celebrates
Abram and Sarai for a single virtue and takes for granted that even Israel' s
ancestors were not perfect.
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A Covenant between Abram and Lot (Gen 13:2-14:24)
In a covenant between Abram and Lot in G enesis (Gen 13: 2-14:24), two
herders resolve a common herd management problem: too many animals
and not enough pasturage. The issue here is the application of proper herd
management techniques and the solution is one adopted by any good
manager-division of the flocks and splitting off of a portion of the house
hold to graze another area while the main body remained with Abram (Gen
13:8-9 ) . This strategy, known to anthropologists as "tribal fluidity, " pre
vents internal friction as well as overgrazing and unnecessary loss of ani
mals (Swidler 1972 ) . It promotes the creation of a new, fully independent
household related by covenant to the original household (Spooner 1973 : 41;
Khazanov 1984: 168) .
There is no reason to assume that, after the households of Abram and Lot
separate, Lot eventually stops herding and starts caravaning salt from the
Dead Sea valley (Bates 1974; Potts 1983: 209-210; Deatrick 1962: 42) . Such a
radical change is unlikely, although a mixture of the two activities is
possible given the degree of tribal fluidity inherent in the world of the Bible
between foreign herders and villagers (Adams 1981). Even though the sto
ries of Lot and his daughters (Gen 19:1-38) place them in the city of Sodom,
the dynamics of the stories and the anthropology of herding would suggest
they are still foreign herders with whom Sodom has cut a covenant. In fact,
the city assembly addresses Lot as a foreign, contract herder (1�. ger) . They
may well be confronting him for violating the stipulations of his covenant
which prohibit interfering with the internal affairs of the city by offering
hospitality to strangers (Gen 19:4) .

A Covenant between Abraham and Abimelech (Gen 21:22-34)
In a covenant between Abraham and Abimelech in G enesis (Gen 21:2234), a foreign herder makes a covenant with a local ruler to use wells dug
in his land. By making a covenant, in this case sealed by the payment of
seven ewe lambs, Abraham also lays a legal claim to the well he has dug,
and this claim will be recognized by Abimelech. He will not have to keep
coming back to Abimelech every time a dispute arises. Reciprocally, it will
restrict Abraham's use of other wells, thereby forestalling additional ten
sions between foreign herders and those from Gerar's own villages (Mat
thews 1986 ) .

The Story of Isaac and Rebekah (Gen 26:1-34)
Traditions with Isaac as the main character are all retellings of stories
about other ancestors. A story of Isaac and Rebekah in G enesis (Gen 26: 111) retells the story of Abram and Sarai in Egypt (Gen 12:9-13:1) and the
story of Abraham and S arah at Gerar ( G en 20: 1-18 ) . The covenant be-
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tween Isaac and Abimelech (Gen 26:12-33) reenacts the covenant between
Abraham and Abimelech ( Gen 21:22-34) . The Isaac tradition never speaks
for itself. Isaac is a phantom, seen only through the stories of Sarah,
Abraham, Rebekah, Esau, and Jacob , in which he appears without defini
tion or development.
Since Abram tricked the Pharaoh into increasing his herds, Isaac tricks
Abimelech. And Isaac negotiates a covenant for water rights with Abime
lech just as Abraham had done. Both covenants resolve conflicts between
local inhabitants and contract herders in a region with limited water and
pasture.
The wells originally dug by Abraham were filled in by local herders no
longer willing to share water and grazing with foreign herders (Cornelius
1984; ARM 4.24) . The growing hostility between Isaac and the people of
Gerar may reflect either worsening ecological conditions or a genuine fear
that the foreign herders would take complete political control of G erar and
of all its resources (Khazanov 1984:104-5 ) .
The names of both the reopened wells and of the new wells reflect the
stipulations established by the covenant. Some wells are designated for the
exclusive use of foreign herders, some are shared , some remain in dispute.
The names of the wells not only codify the terms of the covenant, they inform
herders precisely who is entitled to water and who is not (Matthews 1986) .

The Stories of Jacob, Leah, and Rachel (Gen 25:20-37:2)
The stories of Jacob, Leah, and Rachel in Genesis (Gen 25:20-37:2) are
wonderful examples of how indigenous and foreign herders deal with one
another. In one story, Jacob leaves Beersheba, the village of his brother
Esau, for Haran, the city of his uncle Laban. Beersheba is approximately
fifty miles south of Jerusalem. It is one in a series of ancient human
settlements where the last year-round sources of water can be found before
entering the deep desert of Sinai. Haran (Arabic: Sultan Tepe) is an equally
ancient human settlement located twenty-five miles south of Urfa or Edessa,
near the border between Turkey and Syria today .
Jacob h a s two reasons for making this epic j ourney of more than five
hundred miles. First, with his mother's help, Jacob had founded his house
hold by tricking Esau and Isaac into giving him Esau's inheritance (Gen
27:5-29) . To prevent Esau from taking revenge, Jacob travels to Haran and
out of harm's way (Gen 27:41-45). Second, Jacob wants to expand his
potential assets by covenant and marriage with the household of his uncle
Laban.
Jacob enters Haran as a foreign herder and tries to negotiate with the
local herders for water. When Abraham wanted to expand his household
by covenant and marriage to the household of his brother Nahor, his
herders also entered Aram Naharaim as foreigners. The household of N ah or
was anxious to negotiate with them for water. Nahor's daughter Rebekah,
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who would later become Jacob ' s mother, immediately drew water for Abra
ham's herders and their animals (Gen 24:15-27) . In contrast, Haran's herd
ers are so deadlocked in their own disputes over the use of their well that
they cannot even water their own herds, much less negotiate with foreign
herders like Jacob to water his (Musil 1928:359 ) . Laban' s daughter Rachel
arrives at the well just like Rebekah, but unlike Rebekah she cannot draw
water for her own herd or those of Jacob (Gen 29: 1-8) .
The stalemate which Jacob finds in Haran is parallel to the one which
Moses finds in Midian in Exodus (Exod 2 :15-22) . Unless the dispute can be
resolved, neither the animals nor the herders will survive. Both Moses and
Jacob break through the impasse by taking the well by force, and then
offering to cut a covenant with one of the local households. Moses contracts
with the household of Jethro, whose daughter he marries, and Jacob con
tracts with Laban whose daughters he marries (Gen 29: 15-20) .
The covenant which the household o f Jacob negotiates with the house
hold of Laban is similar to covenants between livestock owners and herders
recovered from Nuzi (Morrison 1983: 157; HSS 9 : 64) and Babylon (J. Finkel
stein 1968). Like most herders, Jacob agrees to work for a commission rather
than a fixed wage (Evans 1963; Postgate 1975) . The terms of these covenants
are reviewed and revised by the owners and the herders every year when
they shear (Gen 31: 19; 38:13; 2 Sam 13:23) and breed their animals (Gen
30:32-42) .
The previously existing kinship between Jacob and Laban makes Jacob
more likely to expect favorable terms from his uncle (Gellner 1977:2). But
the relationship between Jacob and Laban quickly changes when Laban's
household produces sons (Gen 31:1) and Jacob is perceived as an economic
and social rival to their inheritance . Under these constraints, Jacob accepts
the reality of the situation and voluntarily leaves Haran and returns to
Canaan-not, however, before tricking Laban into expanding the house
hold of Jacob far more than he had ever intended.

A Covenant between Jacob and Shechem (Gen 33:18-34:31)
The covenant between Abraham and Hebron in G enesis (Gen 23:1-20)
deeds Abraham, as a foreign herder, the cave of Machpelah and the right
to bury Sarah there. A covenant between Jacob and Shechem (Gen 33:1834:31) grants Jacob similar land rights and a permit to build an altar to El,
the God of Israel, in the land of Shechem. Two important dynamics take
place in this covenant. First, the fathers of Shechem and of Jacob attempt
to cut a covenant with one another. Second, Shechem and Jacob' s sons
compete with their fathers for control of their own households, and seek to
dominate the other's household. Ultimately, the sons break away and re
solve the issue with violence rather than negotiations.
A crisis erupts when a prince or son of Shechem rapes Jacob ' s daughter,
Dinah (Gen 34:2) . The assault threatens to destroy the covenant between
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the two households, because the rape indicates the household of Shechem's
intention to take over the household of Jacob. Initially the two fathers agree
to resolve the dispute by allowing Dinah and the prince to marry, since a
marriage between her and the prince would ratify, rather than destroy their
covenant. The ceremonies ratifying the covenant begin with the circumci
sion of the warriors of Shechem. Before they are completed, however,
Simeon and Levi lead the warriors of Jacob in a surprise attack on Shechem
and destroy it. This restores the honor of the household and provides
additional assets in the form of herds and slaves (Gen 34:27-29) , but it de
stroys the opportunity for a long-term economic relationship with Shechem.

The Stories of Joseph (Gen 37:2b-50:26)
In the stories of Joseph in G enesis (Gen 37:2-36), the household of Jacob
contracts with one city after another to graze its herds on their harvested
fields. Joseph runs messages for Jacob to his brothers who are with the herds
some distance from the village of Jacob in Hebron. Joseph delivers the
itinerary which Jacob schedules, and reports back to Jacob on the quality
of his brothers' work for the cities with whom Jacob contracts. This follows
standard procedure among herders since the father of the household had to
remain informed about the movements of his herds, especially those in
distant pastures , in order to make correct decisions (Salzman 1971) .
As a matter of course, Jacob sends most of his sons north from Hebron
with the flocks to seek better pastures in the hill country. But the brothers
leave Shechem, with whom their father has a covenant, to graze the herds
at Dothan. When they fail to send back word of their movements for some
time, Joseph is sent in search of them (Gen 37:12-14) . Joseph first looks for
his brothers in a harvested field (i11�. siigeh) near Shechem. This was no
accident since it would be j ust the sort of seasonal grazing area used by
foreign herders (Bates 1972; Hopkins 1985: 247 ) . It was also a place where
word of the herders' movements could be gathered from local farmers, who
were preparing their fields for the next season' s planting (Gen 37:15-17) .
Tellers develop two levels of competition in the plot for this story of Joseph.
When the story opens, Joseph and his brothers are challenging Jacob' s
authority a s father of the household to designate his "beloved son" (Gen
37:3-4) or heir. Because Jacob gives Joseph a special garment-"a coat of
many colors" (KJV) or " a long robe with sleeves" (NRSV)-it is easy to assume
that Joseph is Jacob ' s unannounced choice (Schneider 1987:409) . But Joseph
challenges his father to make the appointment official by recounting dreams
which lay his claim to the household on divine authority.
Joseph and his brothers not only compete with Jacob for control of the
household, they also compete with one another. Joseph taunts his brothers
with the same kind of dreams with which he challenges Jacob, flaunts the
garment which Jacob has given him, and reports all their violations of
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Jacob' s covenants (Gen 37: 5-8) . The brothers retaliate by ostracizing Joseph
and then contriving his death.
The crisis is further complicated when the brothers move the herd from
Shechem to Dothan without Jacob ' s permission. Jacob contracts them to
graze Shechem's fields until he notifies them through Joseph where they are
to go next. Whether or not they fulfill the terms of Jacob' s covenant with
Shechem, whether they contract with Dothan on their own or move the
herd without a contract, and whether or not they plan to turn the income
over to the household, the brothers' actions challenge Jacob' s authority as
the father of the household just as Simeon and Levi usurp Jacob' s authority
by attacking Shechem (Gen 34:25-31).
At the heart of the dissension among the brothers, however, is j ealousy
over Joseph' s usurping a high place within the household. Reuben, Jacob' s
oldest s o n and likely heir, does demonstrate a desire to maintain peace
within the household in his plan to save Joseph (Gen 37:21 ) . It is only after
Joseph is gone, however, that the brothers can unite to serve the good of
the household. Dissension does not surface again until the famine drives
them to Egypt to purchase food and to deal with the disguised Joseph (Gen
42: 1-5) . Judah once again raises the question of Jacob' s leadership by
refusing to return to Egypt (Gen 43:3-5) unless Benj amin is given permis
sion to accompany them. His argument is based on the survival of the entire
household, and once Jacob overcomes his personal grief, his response is as
crafty as ever. He sends the brothers along with gifts to bribe Pharaoh' s
official (Gen 43:11-14) .

Herder Stories in Psalms and Ezekiel
The Herder in a Hymn to Yahweh (Ps 23)
In most interpretations, the Hymn to Yahweh as a Shepherd in Psalms
(Ps 23) is assumed to be a fable which portrays the household of Jacob as a
herd animal celebrating the virtues of Yahweh as its shepherd (Kraus
1988: 306; Weiser 1962:228) . A better reading of the hymn results when the
speaker is identified, not as a herd animal, but rather as a livestock owner.
The owner celebrates Yahweh as a herder who faithfully carries out his
covenant. The identification of Israel as a local villager and Yahweh as a
contract herder is more strongly supported by the literary and anthropo
logical traditions of the biblical world, and it brings a number of important
connotations to the interpretation of the psalm (Ps 80: 1 ) .
Fable i s a literary technique. I t casts non-human characters like plants
and animals as humans (van Wyk 1981:89-95; De Waard 1989: 362-70) . The
technique not only gives animals human qualities, but develops the plot
line as a quarrel or dispute between the protagonist and the antagonist as
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well (van Wyck 1981:90) . Finally, ancient Near Eastern fables regularly
employ satire to ridicule the antagonist.
Although fables were very popular in Egypt and Mesopotamia, only a few
appear in the Bible. For example, the Fable of Jotham (Judg 9 : 8-15) casts
the Hebrews as trees in search of a ruler. Their candidates for monarch are
an olive tree, a fig tree, a grape vine, and a thorn bush (Deut 8:8). The fable
is a satirical portrayal of monarchs as being as useless as thorn bushes. No
tree with any socially redeeming value, like the olive, the fig, or the grape,
would consider becoming a monarch.
Therefore, the fable technique is simply too rare in the Bible-and virtu
ally unparalleled in the Psalms-to assume that it appears in the hymn.
Furthermore, the corroborating literary characteristics of quarrel and satire
are completely missing in the hymn. For the Hymn of Yahweh as a Shepherd
to employ the fable technique, it would be necessary for the sheep that
speaks to be arguing with Yahweh its shepherd about who is of more value.
Contracts or covenants were important socioeconomic institutions in
the world of the Bible that regularly describe Israel' s relationship with
Yahweh as a covenant. Although most studies of covenant theology focus
on covenants between monarchs, the covenant between a local village and
foreign herders would be a more likely model for biblical traditions prior to
the establishment of a state by David and Solomon in 1000 BCE. Neither the
Bible nor the anthropology of herding , however, ever refer to the relation
ship between the animals and the herder as a covenant.
All cultures develop ways of describing the relationship between their
rulers and the divine assembly. In Egypt the Pharaohs carry titles that
clearly indicate they are regarded as divine. The rulers of Mesopotamia,
while not explicitly honored as divine, are regarded either as the servants
of the divine assembly or as the spouse of a member of the divine assembly.
But even when the Bible uses ritual language common to the tradition of
divine monarchy, it never considers the monarchs of Israel and Judah to be
divine. In fact, the prophets of ancient Israel regularly indict the monarchs
of Israel and Judah for acting like Yahweh. For the prophets, Yahweh alone
was entitled to feed and protect Israel. Prophets considered the covenants
which the monarchs of Israel and Judah cut with foreign countries for trade
and military aid to be heretical. They clearly violated the covenant which
Israel had with Yahweh. Although the monarchs saw the treaties as a
logical responsibility of their role as stewards, the prophets considered them
to be acts of idolatry.
The identification of Israel or its monarch as a livestock owner and
Yahweh as a herder would also provide some insight into the way the Bible
understands the ancient Near Eastern tradition of divine monarchy. If Israel
or its monarch are considered livestock owners and Yahweh is considered
a shepherd who manages Israel' s livestock, then there is no question that
the rulers of israel are not divine. On the contrary, Israel is served by a good
shepherd who not only faithfully fulfills all the stipulations of the herding
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Teachings of J()tham

(Judg 9:8.,. 1. S)
..

contract, but season after season returns the herd with fewer losses and
more births than when it left the village.
The Hymn to Yahweh as a Shepherd catalogs with wonderful accuracy
the same responsibilities delegated to the herders of Nuzi and Mari. Yahweh
is a faithful herder: " goodness and love unfailing" (Ps 23:6) . Yahweh is not
a hired hand who flees at the first sign of trouble, but will remain with the
sheep (John 10: 12; Johnson 1983:261) . Israel as a local livestock owner
celebrates Yahweh as a contract herder for his skill in grazing the hungry
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animals: " he renews life within me" (Ps 23:3; Johnson 1983:256-58) , and for
his knowing the best routes from the village to pasture and water: "in the
right path" (Ps 23:3; Johnson 1983:258) . Both lines of the hymn celebrate
Yahweh for knowing how to feed the hungry (Ps 23:1-3) .
The hymn also celebrates Yahweh for knowing how to protect the animals
from harm (Ps 23:3-4) . The good herder is responsible, which is the techni
cal meaning of the phrase "for his name's sake" (Ps 23:3 ) . Unlike Abel,
whom Cain accuses of getting lost and therefore not being worthy of the
name "shepherd, " Yahweh does not wander off and is therefore worthy of
the name " shepherd" (Gen 4 : 9-10; Johnson 1983:259-60) .
The "valley dark a s death" through which Yahweh leads the animals is
full of shadows and in every shadow there is the potential for death. It is
not simply a metaphor for death, but describes the actual dangers which
can lead to the loss of herd animals (Kraus 1988: 307; Johnson 1983:260 ) .
A s long a s Yahweh i s the herder the sheep are safe: "I shall dwell i n the
house of the Lord my whole life long" (Ps 23:6). The sense here is that
because Yahweh will always feed and protect them, the herd will survive.
The " house of the Lord" is not the temple, but the household of Yahweh.
The herds of this household are safe because they are cared for by the good
shepherd (Johnson 1983:261-71) .

The Herder in a Trial of the Monarchs of Israel (Ezek 34:1-16)
There is remarkable similarity in tone and language between the Hymn
to Yahweh as a Shepherd and a Trial of the Monarchs of Israel from Ezekiel
(Ezek 34:1-16). Like herders, rulers were responsible for feeding and protect
ing. Consequently, " shepherd" was a common title for monarchs in the
biblical world (Kraus 1988:306-7) . Good shepherds were monarchs whose
people thrived while they reigned ; bad shepherds were monarchs who
exploited their people. The prophet indicts the monarchs and their priests
for failing to fulfill their responsibilities as herders, basing his accusation
on a similar statement in Jeremiah 23: 1-2 (Allen 1990: 161) .
Ezekiel charges the monarchs of Israel and Judah with feeding themselves
instead of their sheep. They use the products of the herd-its fat, wool, and
meat-but do not care for the animals. They do not nurse the weak animals,
tend the sick or look for strays. Instead, they abuse all the animals . As a
result, the animals are scattered and predators devour them.
Consequently, Yahweh as the owner of the animals will herd them him
self. With a good shepherd the animals will enjoy good grazing near the
villages and on the mountains far away. They will drink from fresh springs.
And when they are weak, sick, or lost, Yahweh will look out for them, tend
their wounds, seek them out, and bring them back. Herding was not only
important economically as a way of life, it was also Israel' s way of under
standing Yahweh.

5
The Midwife

I

n the world of the Bible. birth (ni'?1e. m61edet;
Greek: yevccrt�) was an ordinary part of human life. Villages gave midwives
the clinical and legal authority both to negotiate the precoital covenant,
and to provide the mother with prenatal, labor, delivery, and postpartum
care (Richardson and Guttmacher 1967:3-4; Baab 1962: 440) . The clinical
services of midwives were limited to women, but their legal services were
offered to men as well. Clinical or medical institutions and legal or religious
institutions today still share in the arrangements for birth. Both obste
tricians and pastors offer prenatal instructions. Both rabbis and physicians
perform circumcisions . And before resuming sexual intercourse, some
women still follow the six-week check-up with their physicians by going to
be churched or blessed by their pastors.
Trades and skills were carefully guarded secrets in antiquity (Frick 1971:
379-87; Frick 1976; Eliade 1964) . There were no handbooks on how to be a
potter, a metalworker, or a midwife. Masters revealed their skills to candi
dates during deliberately long periods of apprenticeship. Procedures were
subdivided into lessons which by themselves were meaningless. Only when
candidates completed the entire internship did all the lessons fit together
and make sense.
The protocol for midwives was a rite of passage which contained a sepa
ration terminating the candidates' relationships with their communities,
and a transition marking the separated as taboo, holy, impure, or unclean.
They were free agents without community. The rite concluded with an
incorporation j oining the separated to new communities (van Gennep 1960:
52-53). The care which midwives provided during labor and delivery, for
example, separated the newborn from its birth mother. During the moments
when it was unwashed, not anointed, unclothed, and unclaimed the new
born was in transition. Once it was claimed or adopted, midwives incorpo
rated it into the household whose father and mother spoke up for it.
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P rotocolfor . M idwives

before the birth, midwives
• negotiate covenants with divine . assembly, w'ife, childbearer
• monitor menstruation of childbearer
• supervise nutritioat>�fclli ', dbearer
• prepare room for i�te �cou �se
• certify pregnancy. of child bearer,
• respond to midtert;n .traumas like miscarriages, abortions
during the birth, fl;lidwives
• sterilize room for birth
• ease labor pain with .b irth chair, music, massage
• initiate respiration
• cut umbilical cord
• negotiate covenarit� Vl ith hQll5: eh°, ldjor name · of . newborn
• bathe, anoint, cl o, tb�, nur��. newborn
.
• respond· . to . · labor�<le
l ivery traumas, I ike �reech births
·

after. the•bir�h, mi�wives

• dispose(o� u mb ilic� I c � r�
• supervise ·car� ·. �f �h ilclbe�rer, lle�. �o��
• respond to .t rj;lum�s Ji.ke; stin·.· births,·c;dl)deaths

Prenatal Care
When the father of a household decided to have a child, he began nego
tiations with the divine assembly. The divine and the human attorneys who
helped him were midwives (Matthews and Benj amin 199lb:87-88) . They
helped him not only in obtaining permission to have a child, but also in
specifying the woman who would bear the child, when they would have
intercourse, who would adopt the child, and who would nurse it. In many
households only one wife conceived, bore, adopted, and nursed its sons and
daughters , but in some , each function was performed by a different woman.
Therefore, a child could be conceived and carried by one woman, adopted
by another, and nursed by yet another. Clinically, midwives were respon
sible for seeing that any woman who was going to give birth or care for a
child was physically prepared to fulfill her role (Delaney 1988:264, n.3) .
They were also responsible for seeing that these women were legally desig
nated and financially compensated.
Menstruation (Latin: menses ) played a key role in the preparation of the
childbearer. By observing when a woman between puberty and menopause
discharged a bloody fluid from her nonimpregnated uterus through the
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vagina, midwives determined the appropriate time for the couple to have
sexual intercourse (Jensen et al. 1977 : 733). Intercourse during menstruation
was strictly prohibited (Lev 15:19-24; Delaney 1988:89; Buckley and Gottlieb
1988: 19-20) . Midwives monitored menstrual flow to prevent contamination
which would require purification rituals.
Before a woman had intercourse, midwives monitored the nutrition of
their mothers-to-be and prescribed special foods or aphrodisiacs considered
to increase fertility. For example, the mandrake, which is a Mediterranean
herb with egg-shaped leaves, white or purple flowers, and a large forked
root (Latin: mandragora officinarum) , was used by midwives as an aphro
disiac in ancient Israel (Cant 7:13; Gen 30: 14-20). Aphrodisiacs were often
shaped like or smelled like the reproductive organs they were expected to
stimulate.
Both the room where the child was conceived and the room where the
child was to be born were under the supervision of midwives . When the day
fo r sexual intercourse arrived, midwives prepared the room where the
couple would meet. All unauthorized inhabitants, whether human or di
vine, were expelled. Any members of the divine assembly who might pre
vent fertility and conception were exorcised with music which the midwives
played or chanted.
Once the room had been cleaned , the midwives assembled all the
people and things necessary to conceive a healthy and viable child. They
summoned all the members of the divine assembly required for fe rtility
and conception, and arranged whatever furniture and food would be
needed.
Midwives certified that the mother was indeed pregnant following sexual
intercourse. Their declaration was based on examinations which took place
following the days of intercourse and at various intervals during pregnancy.
The first confirmation of fertilization was the bleeding caused by the
rupture of the woman' s hymen during intercourse. Midwives inspected the
bed clothes for blood stains and then presented them to the woman' s
parents a s evidence (Deut 22: 15 ) . Second, midwives noted any changes in
the woman' s menstrual cycle to determine if she was pregnant. Third,
midwives palpated or massaged the uterus of their women. The fourth and
definitive sign of fertilization was the movement or kick of the fetus in the
uterus (Gen 16:4; Luke 1 : 44) .
Midwives continued using massage to examine the development and
position of the fetus throughout pregnancy. The physical contact between
the midwife and the unborn child not only created an enduring bond
between her and the child, but also provided a safeguard against any
dislocation which might endanger the mother and child. Fetal trauma and
any other maternal discomforts were also treated with massage. The fetus
not only grew accustomed to the touch of its midwife, but responded to her
gentle hands as well.
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Labor and Delivery Care
The preparations for the birth room were comparable to those for the
marriage room. In some cultures, midwives constructed a special hut for
each delivery. After the child was born and the mother returned to her own
house, the birth hut was burned. When the delivery took place in the
mother' s own house, however, midwives prepared it by expelling anyone
not authorized to be present for birth. Generally, no men, children, or
unmarried women were permitted to attend a birth. Midwives also checked
for the presence of any members of the divine assembly who were not
welcome at birth, exorcised them with music and prevented their return by
caulking any openings in the room and carefully sweeping the dirt floor or
scattering flour on it so that no intruder could enter undetected. Pioneer
mothers in the American West used similar tactics to protect their families
from rattlesnakes . They removed all the shrubs and grass from around their
houses which were built off the ground on pilings of brick or stones. Every
day , they swept the dirt smooth so that any snake which crawled up into
the cool shade under the house would leave a clear trail to its hiding
place .
Midwives used birthing stools, music, and massage to control pain (Done
gan 1978: 141-63; Jordan 1983) . Nothing was done to violate the modesty of
a mother. Midwives asked no probing questions about anatomical symp
toms, did not perform pelvic examinations and did not undress the mother
during labor (Jordan 1983) .
I n traditional cultures virtually all mothers deliver kneeling, squatting,
sitting , or standing. Paleolithic (9000 BCE) rock drawings from Europe and
a Neolithic (6000-4000 BCE) clay figurine from Catal Hiiyiik, a sister city to
Jericho in today's Turkey, show steatopygous or large hipped women birthing
children in squatting positions (Towler and Bramall 1986:1-5; Anati 1987:
125 ) . One of the most important items in the repertoire of midwives was a
birthing stool, used to support the mother' s weight and position her hips
for delivery.
The Cuna in Panama use hammocks during labor (Severin 1973:124) . The
mother sits over a hole in the hammock through which the midwife delivers
her baby. Among the indigenous people of colonial Mexico, an expectant
mother announced her pregnancy by wrapping a long black sash around
her waist. During pregnancy it helped support her uterus, and during labor,
the midwife tied the sash over a beam in the hut to create a sling to support
the mother' s hips. On the American frontier, midwives used a variety of
items including a wooden milking stool as a birthing stool (Wertz and Wertz
1977:13-14) .
A physician o f Louis XIV (1638-1715) may have been the first t o have
mothers lay down on their backs during labor (Towler and Bramall 1986 : 8) .
This horizontal position makes the work of the physician easier, but the
labor of the mother more difficult. Nonetheless , it became popular through-
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out the courts of Europe and is still a standard medical practice. Some
physicians and midwives today, however, now allow mothers to sit or squat
during labor (Donegan 1978 : 19) . Birthing chairs are beginning to appear
again in delivery rooms in the United States in response to the increasing
demand of healthy mothers who intended to deliver their babies without
drugs and in an upright position (Roberts and Van Lier 1984:33-41) . In
design these twentieth-century birthing stools are much like the chairs used
by dentists or by surgeons in out-patient clinics .
I n the ancient Near East, the birthing stool was simply two rocks o r bricks
pushed close enough together to support the mother' s hips (Thompson
1986: 267) . These rocks were as characteristic of midwives in the world of
the Bible as the saws used for amputations were of doctors on the American
frontier. And just as frontier surgeons were nicknamed " sawbones, " biblical
midwives may have been called "the rock" (Deut 32: 1-43 ) .
Just a s the midwives used music t o prepare the rooms i n which inter
course and birth would take place, they also used music during labor and
delivery. The rhythm or melody was as important as the words. Midwives,
however, were not simply entertainers or even the nymphs of Greece and
Rome who dwelt in the mountains, forest, trees, or waters, and were
represented by beautiful young women at their shrines (pace Gray 1982:96) .
Music in the ancient Near East was a sympathetic or imitative magic which
was a source of great power (Meyers 1991:24-25) . The rhythm of the voice
or the drum set a healthy pace for respiration and heartbeat, and tuned the
parents and their child to the rhythm of the universe with which they were
j oined during these creative moments.
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When the mother pushes the fetus from her uterus (Jensen 1977:732 ) , it
is normally the head of the fetus facing down which first descends into the
pelvis. The midwife had to recognize and respond to abnormal presentations
when the fetus presented face up, or buttocks or shoulders first (Jensen
1977:736) . Today about three percent of all fetuses breech during delivery.
During pregnancy, circulation in the fetus is made possible by the ductus
arteriosus, an anatomic shunt between the pulmonary artery and the aorta
(Jensen et al. 1977:727) . To establish normal circulation in the newborn
today, the child is held with its head lowered 10 to 15 degrees to allow any
amniotic fluid, mucus, or blood to drain from its mouth and nose . Then the
obstetrician or nurse uses a small bulb syringe to suction its mouth and
then its nose (Jensen et al. 1977:325) .
To clear the newborn's airway in traditional societies , however, midwives
set newborns down firmly on the ground (Severin 1973: 124 ) . The Cuna
splashed the newborn in a stream or a water-filled canoe (Severin 1973: 124) .
Clinically, the technique closed a valve in the shunt so that the newborn
can begin to breathe. It also j olted them out of primary apnea, which
sometimes arrests their respiration. Apnea is the cessation of breathing for
more than ten seconds (Jensen et al. 1977:724) . Legally, however, the pro
cedure affirmed the bond between the child and its Mother Earth (Dieterich
1905: 1-21, 34, 39). By placing the newborn on the ground and then remov
ing it, midwives reenacted with Mother Earth the parturition she had just
completed with the human mother. Earthing affirmed the widespread belief
that before entering the womb of its human mother, newborns gestated in
the soil, rocks, trees, plants, flowers, rivers, and springs (Ps 139:15; Wis
7 : 1-6; McKenzie 1907:253-82) . For traditional cultures in Germany (Dieter
ich 1905: 57), Australia (van Gennep 1974:xxxi-lxvii) , Africa (Burton 1961:
115) , and Japan (Batchelor 1892 : 235) , the soil was the primary mother of all
humans (van Gennep 1960:52) . Mourners repeated the earthing with which
midwives aspirated newborns when they placed the bodies of the dead on
the ground for burial: " there is for all one entrance into life, and one way
out" (Wis 7:3-6 ) .
Once the fetus was delivered, midwives cut its umbilical cord and tied off
the stump. During pregnancy, the cord connects the fetus to the placenta
with two arteries and one vein encased in a tissue, in order to provide the
fe tus with nutrition and respiration.
After delivery, the midwife held up the child, inviting its adoption. The
first cry of a newborn as it inflates its lungs and begins to breathe was
considered a legal petition to j oin the household and become a member of
the village. To adopt the child, a parent would answer its primal scream
with a hymn or j oyful cry inviting the household to praise the Creator and
accept this child (Job 3:7). The parent would officially declare "a . . . child
is conceived" (Job 3 : 3) or "I have produced a man with the help of the Lord"
(Gen 4 : 1 ) , and introduce the child to the household officially using and
explaining its name for the first time (Gen 21:6-7) . In the story of Atrahasis,
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Nintu-Mami celebrates the successful delivery of her first creatures by
singing: "You commanded me a task-I have completed it" (Matthews and
Benjamin 199lb:l9) . Eve celebrates the successful birth of Cain and Abel
with a similar hymn: "I have gotten a man with the help of the Lord" (Gen
4:1) . Just as Nintu-Mami calls her newborn: "Alive, " Eve calls her first twin
" Cain , " which means "dominant" or " strong as iron" (W), qayin) . She names
her second child "Abel, " which means " recessive" or " fragile as a breath of
air" ('?:li'T, he"flel; Eccl 1:14). Some hymns in the book of Psalms may be
patterned on the word art sung by midwives and their mothers at the birth
of a child.
If the birth mother was a wife, she could adopt her own child. If the birth
mother was a surrogate, however, then another woman would adopt it. If
no one adopted it, the midwife left it, just as it came from the womb , in an
open field where it could be adopted by another household (Stager and Wolff
1984:50). In the world of the Bible, life began, not with the physical process
of birth, but rather with the legal process of adoption. The midwife acknowl
edged the adoption with the words: "the child is a boy/girl" (Job 3:3).
Once a parent had spoken for the child, midwives rinsed off the placenta
with a saltwater solution in order to clean and sterilize the child. Then they
gently massaged its body with oil to protect it from drying and cracking.
Washing the afterbirth from a newborn conferred legal standing on it. A
child which had been washed and cleaned was no longer eligible for adop
tion, because it already belonged to a household.
Midwives further defined the identity of a the child by clothing it. The
receiving blanket was not simply a practical necessity, but a uniform which
identified the child as a member in good standing entitled to all the rights
and privileges of the household. The Mbuti of Australia strengthen the bond
between the newborn and its earth mother by swaddling it in a carefully
prepared bark blanket (Severin 1973:85-87) .
Finally, midwives placed the newborn in the nursing position on the lap
of its mother who fed it herself or handed it to her nurse. Again the Mbuti
further strengthen the bond between the newborn and its earth mother by
nursing it with catch water from the pulp of trees before offering it the
breast milk of a human mother (Severin 1973:85-87) .
When the stump o f the umbilical cord fell off i n four t o ten days, midwives
carefully disposed of it (Jensen et al. 1977) . The umbilical cord and its stump
were intimately associated with the fa te of the child. So midwives treated
them the way they wished the newborn to be treated in later life. Every
precaution was taken to keep the cord and stump from being eaten by an
animal who was considered to be the totem of any member of the divine
assembly who could do the newborn harm (Jakobson 1950: 1149) . Among
the Swahili, for example, the cord is placed around the child's neck and
then later buried where the child was born so that the child will always be
welcome in the house of its parents. S ometimes the umbilical stump is saved
and used as a medicine. Illness is suffered by those who lose their way in
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life; vaccinating them with a potion made from their umbilical cord reori
ents them by reenacting their birth, and thus relieves the illness.
With the child safely born and legally adopted, midwives continued to
serve as pediatricians, teaching childbearers how to care for themselves and
childrearers how to care for their children (Gruber 1989:80; Habicht et al.
1985: 213 ) . Mothers sought their advice on ordinary matters like birth con
trol. Breast-feeding was common and would have provided a natural
spacing of the children since it was believed that a woman who was
breast-feeding several times a day was less likely to ovulate or conceive.
Female infants would be weaned in eighteen months; male infants in thirty,
in order for the mother to resume ovulating (1 Sam 1:21-24 ; Granqvist
1947:108; Gruber 1989: 68 ) .
Mothers also looked t o their midwives for support i n extraordinary crises
like stillbirth or crib death. Birth and death mirrored each other in tradi
tional societies. Midwives and mourners assisted at each threshold. High
infant mortality rates and the need to provide an adequate labor supply
would have required multiple births for each couple. Even with this as the
norm and an average of 4 births per couple, the average number of children
surviving to adulthood during this period was only 2 (Hopkins 1985: 156;
Angel 1972:94-95) .

The Midwife in the Bible and Its Parallels
For ancient Israel and early Christianity, God is neither male nor female,
and yet like b oth male and female (Mollenkott 1983: 1-35) . Among its rich
archive of metaphors for the Creator , the Bible regularly portrays Yahweh
as a mother (Latin: dea mater), as a midwife (Latin: dea obstetrix) , and as a
nurse (Latin: dea nutrix) . As a mother Yahweh carries a child in her womb
(Acts 17:26-28), labors to give birth (Deut 32:18; Job 38:28-29; Isa 42:14;
John 1 : 12; Rom 8 : 22 ) , teaches her child to walk (Hos 11:3-4) , and wipes tears
from its eyes (Isa 66:13-14 ; Rev 21:4) . As a midwife Yahweh delivers a
newborn (Job 38:8; Isa 66:9), clothes it (Gen 3:21; Job 10:10-12; 38: 8-9 ) , and
places it in its mother' s arms (Ps 22:9-10) . As a nurse, Yahweh cradles her
child (Hos 11:3-4; Isa 46: 3-4) , nurses it (Ps 34:9; Isa 49:15; Hos 11:4; 2 Esd
1 :28-29; John 7:37-38 ; 1 Pet 2:2-3) , and weans it (Ps 131 : 1-2; Wis 16:20-21) .
In the world view o f traditional societies, the cosmos i s recreated at the
beginning of each day, and after the end of each time (Kay 1982:vii, 1) . Each
new day and each new world is like a child, skillfully delivered by a midwife.
Likewise, the creation of the people primeval, the formation of the state, the
education of the young, the formation of Christian churches , the burial of
the dead, the resurrection, child sacrifice, and the desecration of cemeteries
during war are all procedures modeled on the services of midwives. The
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book of Wisdom preserves a good example of the identification of childbirth
with human creation. The Wise Woman declares : "I also am mortal, like
all humans , a descendant of the first-formed child of earth" (Wis 7:1). It also
compares the relationship between the midwife and birth mother, as well
as between the nurse and the child, to the relationship between teacher and
student. The teacher tutors a learner just as a midwife delivers a child, and
the teacher advises the adult j ust as a nurse rears a child. The work of the
midwife is also a model for the work of the monarch on New Year ' s day,
which commemorates the birth of the state. The monarch gives birth to the
nation using the same procedures with which the midwife delivers a child.
At the inauguration of every royal administration, the monarch draws the
state out of chaos into cosmic order. Even a general understanding of the
protocol for midwives in the world of the Bible brings out dimensions of
texts which are often ignored or misunderstood.
The role of the midwife in negotiating covenants for the father of the
household with the divine assembly, with the wife, and with the childbearer
appears in the story of the Two Shrewd Midwives in Exodus (Exod 1 :12-22) .
Here two midwives (ni���. meyalleflet) inform Pharaoh that their negotia
tions with his Hebrew childbearers to control the slave population have
failed. "The Hebrew women . . . are vigorous and give birth before the
midwife comes to them" (Exod 1 : 19 ) .
Another midwife appears a s a n attorney i n a text from Mari, a thriving
city during 2500-1765 BCE on the border between modern Syria and Iraq.
Queen Dam-hurasi, in her official capacity as the supervisor of the palace,
reports to King Zimri-Lim (1779-1745 BCE) on a midwife (Batto 1974:21-22) .
Like the midwives in Exodus, this midwife has challenged the authority of
the monarch. In the world of the Bible, even absolute monarchs are depend
ent upon the services of midwives , who could effectively use their legal
authority for or against them, to carry out their policies over life and death.
Even the Creator needed a midwife. In both the Enuma Blish and Atrahasis
stories from Mesopotamia, the Creator must retain the services of a midwife
before beginning to fashion the people primeval (Matthews and Benj amin
1991b: 7-27 , 153-56) . The malpractice of the midwife at Mari was not simply
bad medicine, it was treason. Queen Dam-hurasi, however, assures King
Zimri-Lim that she will be punished.
The role of the midwife in monitoring the menstruation of the childbearer
appears in the stories of Yerah and Nikkal-Ningal from Mesopotamia. Here,
seven midwives calculate the date for the wedding of Yerah and Nikkal
Ningal by charting the moon' s cycle from new to full (Gray 1982:89-91) .
The confluence of the moon' s cycle with menstruation made it a centerpiece
in the work of the midwife. Such ancient observations eventually divided
the lunar cycle into four weeks of seven days, which influenced the choice
of seven as the necessary number of midwives in this story. Similarly in the
story of Atrahasis, Nintu-Mami bathes Enki the Creator, first when the new
moon appears, then seven days later, and finally fourteen days later when
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the full moon appears , as if this godfather were menstruating in preparation
for creating.
The Hymn to the Aton from Egypt praises the Creator as a midwife with
an entire range of legal and clinical skills. Aton negotiates the marriage
contract between the man and the woman, massages the fetus in the womb
and resolves midterm crises. But among the most interesting is its descrip
tion of Aton as a midwife who supervises the nutrition of a mother during
pregnancy or "nurses the hungry infant in the womb" (Matthews and
Benjamin 199lb : l55) .
The story of Aqhat from U garit preserves a good example of midwives
sterilizing the room in which sexual intercourse will take place (Matthews
and Benj amin 199lb: 85-94) . This story refers to midwives as "wise women"
(Ugaritic: katiratu) . Danil, who will become the father of Aqhat, is a ruler
of Ugarit, a powerful port city from 2000 to 1250 BCE on the Mediterranean
coast of today 's Syria. El authorizes Danil to have a child. Then Danil
contracts with midwives to chant any threatening members of the divine
assembly from the room where he and his wife Danitiya will have inter
course, and to prepare the special foods which will enhance their fertility.
In the Atrahasis story, the midwife Nintu-Mami not only prepares the
room for intercourse, but also participates in the ritual of love-making by
which the people primeval are conceived. Tellers describe her work as if she
were a potter shaping a vessel. The godfather, Ea-Enki, works the mixture
of clay and blood, while Nintu-Mami sings. Once it is thoroughly kneaded,
she cuts off fourteen pieces, shaping seven as males, seven as females. She
beats a drum while the figures gestate.
Describing love-making as if it were pottery-making is not the only eu
phemism for sexual intercourse which appears in creation stories . They also
describe intercourse as rain falling. Both the stories of Ba'al and Anat from
Ugarit and Isaiah (Isa 26: 16-19: pace Kaiser 1974) compare semen to rain
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Hymn to Yahweh as M idwife
(Wis 7: 1 "'!'6)

am mortal, like ev�ryone else,
a descendant of the first-formecLchild of earth;
amf in tile womb of a · moth.e r, I was molded into flesh,
within the period of ten months, compacted with blood,
from the seed of a man
and the pleasure of marriage.
1 . also

And when I was born, I . began to breathe the common air,
and. fell ·. upon t he kin � red · . earth;
my first sound W'1S a ': ry, as is true ofaU.
I.was nu.rsed wit.h . care . in s'Naddling .· c:l?ths.
Forno king. has had a different begi,n�illg of existence;
there is for. all on e entrance into life, and one . way out.
(?!lJ, nnpal; Mattingly 1985 ) . Rain and semen are the " dew of light" (I"11 1 �
?�. tal '6 rot) which allow seeds to blossom into plants, fetuses to grow into
infants, and interestingly enough, the bodies of the dead to rise from their
graves. The dead, like seeds, are buried in the soil. And just as the rain
moistens seeds which germinate and sprout, the world of the Bible expects
the rain to bring the dead back to life as well.

Hymn to t�� A,ton
(Matthews.& B�njamin 1 99 1 b: 15 5)

While most English translations of Psalms describe Yahweh as a tailor
who "knits . . . [the fetus] in . . . [its] mother' s womb , " it is more likely that
Yahweh here is being described as a midwife massaging the uterus of her
mother to certify that she is pregnant and to keep the fetus in position for
birth (Ps 139:1-24). Midwives know the children they deliver from the day
they take physical shape in the womb , and so, the singers proclaim, does
Yahweh.
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Again it is the Hymn to Aton which describes Egypt's Creator as a midwife
who responds to midterm traumas and " soothes the crying child unborn"
(Matthews and Benj amin 1991b:155 ) . With gentle hands and a soothing
voice, midwives massage and calm mothers in crisis. With no less intimate
and personal attention, Aton reaches out to those who suffer and eases their
pain. The Atrahasis story best describes a midwife sterilizing the room in
which birth will take place when pregnancy comes to term. Here Nintu-
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Marni puts on her cap and apron to exorcise all the members of the divine
assembly who are not welcome at the birth. Once they have gone, she dusts
the floor with flour, so that the foot prints of even an invisible intruder will
immediately appear. Only once she has secured the room is it safe for labor
and delivery to begin.
The Atrahasis story continues its description of her preparations by ex
plaining how she constructs the birthing stool which will support and
position the hips of the birth mother during labor. Before opening the womb
and delivering the newborn, she lays down a brick, just as the midwives in
Exodus set up two rocks (i:::r :i :::w il , ha 'aQniiyim) . This ability to help a mother
deal successfully with labor pain is what distinguishes authentic midwives
from impostors. For example, the story of the Shrewd Midwives satirizes the
Pharaoh of Egypt as someone gullible enough to believe that "Hebrew
women are not like the Egyptian women, for they are vigorous and are
delivered before the midwife comes to them" (Exod 1 : 19 ) . The storyteller ' s
audience knows, even if Pharaoh does not, that there is no such thing a s
painless childbirth. A Pharaoh who is ignorant of the fundamentals of labor
is not a giver of life.
By contrast, the book of Isaiah identifies Yahweh as a true midwife who
is Judah ' s companion in labor (Isa 26:16-18) . Most traditions of interpreta
tion understand the words " distress" (ili�. �iirah) and "pain" (:l�l.'. 'e�eQ;
Gen 3 : 16) in this lament as a punishment inflicted by Yahweh on Judah
(Kaiser 1974:213 ) . If the same words, however, are translated "labor pains , "
then the lament i s reminding its audience that salvation and resurrection
from the dead are like childbirth. Only Yahweh can give birth, raise the
dead to life, and bring the soil to life.
The book of Psalms also describes Yahweh as the midwife who aspirates
newborns and protects them from crib death (Ps 8 : 1-10 MT [ET vv. 1-9]) .
Some o f the same imagery appears in the book o f Wisdom (Wis 7 : 1-6) , where
Yahweh delivers the Wise Woman and then sets her down firmly on the
ground until she begins to breathe (Wis 7:3) .
In G enesis, Rachel dies during a breech birth, but not before the midwife
negotiates a covenant with the household to adopt her newborn (Gen
35:16-20) . Rachel' s midwife announces the decision of the household with
the formula: "Fear not; for now you will have another son . " The words are
particularly significant for understanding how strong the connection be
tween the work of the midwife and the work of Yahweh. In the Bible,
humans speak the formula: "Fear not" only fifteen times, whereas, Yahweh
uses them more than sixty times. Yet a human midwife may speak to her
mother with the words of Yahweh.
Rachel ratifies the adoption by naming her child: "labor baby" (i:ii� p,
ben '6ni) , which Jacob later changes to: "my baby" (r�i:i::i, binyiimin). If it
was customary for the birth mother or adopting mother to name the
newborn, then it is unusual for the adopting father to rename it, thus
changing the death bed request of the child ' s mother. It may be that only
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when a mother died did the father name the infant, or that Jacob considers
Rachel's name fo r the child unsuitable, or that Rachel's death orphans the
child, and Jacob signifies his adoption of the child by giving it a new name
(Exod 7:14-10: 29; Josh 5 :13-6:27; Isa 26:10-27: 13) .
The legal responsibilities of the midwife to negotiate with a household for
a name for the newborn also appear in Job (Job 3 : 1-26 ) . Job pleads with his
midwife to take back the name she negotiated for him, so that he can escape
the suffering which his life has brought. Whereas Yahweh as the midwife
in the story of the Heavens and the Earth prays: "let there be light" (Gen
1:3) , Job petitions his midwife to pray: "let that day be darkness" (1 Kgs 19:4;
Job 3:5; Jer 20:14-18; Ezek 16:6-14 ; Jonah 4:3-8; Sir 23: 14).
The Parable of the Good Parent in Ezekiel (Ezek 16:2-5) preserves the most
complete list of a midwife's postpartum services in the Bible. It expects a
midwife to cut and tie off the umbilical cord, to rinse the placenta off the
newborn, to sterilize the newborn with a saltwater solution, and then wrap
it in a receiving blanket. But because no one in this parable adopts the child,
the midwife takes the newborn from the birthing room and leaves it covered
with afterbirth in an open field. The field to which the midwife takes the
newborn is like the " valley . . . which is neither plowed nor sown" (Deut
21:4) to which Deuteronomy directs citizens faced with an unsolved murder.
Both sites are uncivilized. Here human jurisdiction ends. In this field, the
midwife transfers the newborn from human jurisdiction to the jurisdiction
of the divine assembly over which Yahweh presides . By placing it here in
the same condition in which it left the womb, the household waives its own
right to adopt the child, and declares that it is eligible for another to claim.

A lament in Isaiah compares Yahweh's on-going concern for Israel with
the enduring bond between pregnant or nursing mother and her infant:
"can a woman forget her nursing child, that she should have no compassion
on the child of her womb" (Isa 49: 14-20) ? The same motif appears in the
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Letter to the Thessalonians which describes Paul founding the Christian
community with the same gentleness as a nurse feeding a newborn: "while
we were among you we were as gentle as any nursing mother fondling her
little ones " (1 Thess 2:1-8 ) .
I n Genesis, Tamar survives a compound presentation and delivers twins
(Gen 38:27-30) when her midwife responds to the breech birth during labor
and delivery. The midwife performs both obstetrical and legal functions for
Tamar. Obstetrically, she determines that Tamar is carrying twins (Gen
38:27) and helps her survive the trauma (Towler and Bramall 1986:6-20) .
Legally, she also identifies the first born b y banding its wrist with a red cord.
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For Psalms (Ps 7:12-17 MT [ET vv. 11-16]) , facing a post partum trauma
without a midwife is like undertaking a task without the approval and
assistance of Yahweh. Both are doomed to fail. A woman who conceives
without the help of a midwife, will carry her child to term and go into labor,
but her fetus will not be viable. She will suffer post partum trauma, and
without a midwife her newborn will die. Translations often obscure the
obstetrical metaphors by translating the expression for an unassisted birth
simply as " evil, " the phrase for labor as "mischief, " and the image fo r post
partum trauma as "lies. "
Throughout the world o f the Bible midwives were as highly regarded as
they are in most traditional societies. But midwives were important in
ancient Israel not only to the parents they helped conceive, birth, and rear
children, but also to the whole community which learned from their work
how to understand God. Israel' s gratitude to these women remains en
shrined in the powerful metaphors of birth and birthing with which it
described the Creator and creation.

6
The Host and the
Stranger

T

ave! provided a natural stimulus to the devel
opment of a protocol for the host and the stranger. If water, food, and shelter
were not offered, travelers in the ancient Near East could not have survived.
Hospitality created a code of reciprocity which obligated the fathers of
households to treat travelers properly, so that when they themselves trav
eled they would be properly treated . But hospitality in the world of the Bible
was more than simply an amenity for travelers. It was a village' s most
important form of foreign policy. Villages used hospitality to determine
whether strangers were friends or enemies; whether or not they would
improve the distribution of resources, labor, and goods, prevent war, and
keep the peace (Herzfeld 1987:77) . No community could tolerate strangers
for long. When strangers approached, they threatened the inhabitants of a
place. Hospitality neutralized the threat which strangers posed by tempo
rarily adopting them into the community.
There were regions between zones of hospitality without any host at all.
In these uninhabited zones, travelers were truly on their own and subject to
the dangers of the road-climate, wild animals, and bandits. But around every
village there was a specific geographical area within which hosts had the
responsibility of offering hospitality. This zone of hospitality had boundaries.
Similar geographical zones appear in laws concerning unsolved homicides
and cities of asylum (Deut 19:1-13; 21:1-9) . Deuteronomy (Deut 21:1-9)
describes how the responsibility for prosecuting a murderer is transferred
from the city assembly in whose jurisdiction the body was found to the
divine assembly. The transfer takes place at the city limits where there is
no controlled water supply, no cleared land, and no tame animals. The
members of the city assembly, who are responsible for trying the case, wash
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their hands and swear, as they break the neck of a heifer, that they lack
the testimony necessary to prosecute. If they are guilty of perjury, they will
be executed like the heifer. Once this procedure rules out the possibility of
a conspiracy, jurisdiction is transferred to the divine assembly, which be
comes responsible for prosecuting the case (Benjamin 1983:297-98)
Deuteronomy (Deut 19:1-13) also describes the right of a citizen accused
of a crime to a change of venue and the extradition of criminals. Originally
provision was made for just three cities to which a trial could be moved,
but as the geographical size of the community expanded three more were
added. This suggests that a specific grid was laid over the land, mapping
out the regions and providing changes of venue within reach of most
population centers-a set of geographical zones to prevent the death of
someone who did not deserve to die (Deut 21:6 ) .
Villages also used hospitality t o acknowledge their status on the land as
guests of their divine patron. As hosts they did for others what their divine
patron was doing for them. The Hebrews understood themselves as strang
ers, not landowners (Deut 26:5-11 ; Ps 39: 12 ) . They did not own the land,
Yahweh did (Lev 25: 23 ) . As the divine landowner, Yahweh fed and protected
the Hebrews as guests (Ps 104; Isa 25 :6-8; Joel 3 :18; Amos 9 :13-15) . Israel' s
commitment t o hospitality was celebrated each year during the Feast o f
Booths o r Sukkot. Sukkot took place for a week a t the end of the grape and
fruit harvest. During the celebration, households built huts (mm, sukkot)
where they hosted a variety of strangers-slaves , Levites , orphans , and
widows (Deut 16:13-17) .

Father of a Household i n His Own Village
Only fathers of households could extend invitations of hospitality. It was
the responsibility of the father of the household to provide for and protect
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his household; therefore, he also served as host and extended the initial
invitation of hospitality. In G enesis, Abraham (Gen 18:2-3) and Laban (Gen
24:30-31) invite strangers to share the comforts of their homes and thereby
remove their status as strangers (Pitt-Rivers 1968: 23) .
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Wives and daughters could invite strangers into their homes only with
the permission of the father of the household. Although Rebekah in G enesis,
Ruth in the book of Ruth, and Bathsheba in Samuel-Kings exercise the
authority characteristic of the head of a household, technically, it is not
their own authority but the authority of Isaac, Boaz, and David which they
are using (Gen 27:5-17; Ruth 3 : 1-4; 1 Kgs 1:15-21) . Tamar in Genesis and
the daughters of Zelophehad in Numbers are similar (Gen 38; Num 27: 1-11) .
Although only men had legal standing and could serve as the head of a
household, the daughters of Zelophehad legally petition to serve as the head
of the household after their father' s death. Technically, they are acting on
his authority, not their own.
Some strangers who remained within the community were classified as
soj ourners or resident aliens (1l, ger; Deut 24:17-18) . They were protected
by the village, and they had the right to come and go freely, but they could
not legally invite strangers into the village (Deut 24:17-18; Spina 1983:321) .
The right of granting hospitality is reserved for citizens. When a resident
alien like Lot in Genesis ( Gen 19:2) or a soj ourner like the old man from
Ephraim in Judges (Judg 19:20) tries to offer strangers hospitality, both are
challenged by the citizens of the place.

Refusal
Strangers could refuse the first invitation (Gen 19:2; Judg 19:9-10 ) . Re
gardless of the reasons which strangers offer for declining an invitation of
hospitality, such as not wishing to delay their j ourney, protocol may have
demanded the first invitation be turned down. This first refusal signaled that
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the strangers did not intend to threaten or impose upon those through
whose territories they passed. Traditional people often decline offers of
privilege or power. For example, Moses, Isaiah, and Jeremiah all initially
decline Yahweh's call, which is then promptly repeated and accepted (Exod
3 : 11 ; Isa 6:5; Jer 1:6). Strangers who refused repeated invitations, however,
offended the honor of their hosts.

From Strangers to Guests
Strangers who accepted invitations were promoted to the status of guests
when their host washed their feet. In the world of the Bible, people would
b athe their entire b ody, as well as simply wash their face, hands, or feet
(Gen 43:31; Ruth 3 : 3 ; 2 S am 12:20 ; 1 Kgs 5 :10; Cant 5:3; Ezek 23:40). To some
extent bathing and washing were understood as part of personal hygiene.
Feet get dusty, so it was customary to provide water for guests to wash their
own feet. But to a greater extent bathing and washing signified a change
in social status. Hosts washed the feet of strangers to signify that they were
now completely in the care and under the protection of their household.

Provide and Protect
Households had to provide the best available for their guests. It was
typical for hosts to make a modest offer of a cup of water, a bit of food, and
a simple night' s shelter when offering hospitality to strangers. The simplic
ity of the invitation, however, did not preclude more being given. This
action by the host of first offering little and then providing even more than
initially offered served two functions. First, it prevented the guest from
feeling the necessity to decline an overly generous offer, one which the host
obviously could not afford (Cole 1975:67) . Secondly, it allowed the host to
fulfill his role by bringing out the best he had to offer to his guest (Pitt-Rivers
1968:28) . Both parties were then honored by this act of generosity and no
hint of rivalry could spoil the moment. Regardless of the actual wealth of
the household, an elaborate invitation would be considered bragging and
immodest. In any case the household would make every effort to insure the
guest's comfort, including in one instance the killing of a calf from the herd,
which would have involved a real financial sacrifice (Gen 18: 7) . Once
hospitality was offered, a household also had a sacred duty to protect its
guests from harm (Zeid 1966:252). Failure to carry out this duty brought
shame upon the entire household (Black-Michaud 1975:139-40) .

Length of Stay
Strangers could remain guests only for a specified length of time, which
was usually set at the time of the invitation. The time limit was determined
both by the desire of the guests to reach their destination and the need of
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the host not to be impoverished by guests who stayed too long. Generally
an invitation involved a short visit. No example in the Bible exceeds fo ur
days, and this was an extended stay (Judg 19:4-9). Most travelers wished to
be refreshed, not detained. F or strategic and political reasons, a host could
delay guests, but not permanently detain them (ARM 14.97:5-14; 6 . 19 : 1722; 2.133:20-25) . Keeping a guest beyond a set period was an act of war
(Gen 18:5; 19:2; 24:31, 54; Judg 19:5, 20; El-Barghuthi 1924) .
In Mesopotamia, many strangers were messengers (Akkadian: mar sipri),
responsible for communications and negotiations between one monarch
and the other. Several kinds of messengers appear in the archives of Mari.
$uhiiru messengers were runners who carried letters from one ruler to
another (ARM 12.131; 2.21:15-22) usually announcing the arrival of an
important official or a foreign army. $a sikkim messengers served as proxies
for their monarchs. They carried letters of introduction (Akkadian: wurtum)
outlining the royal prerogatives which they enjoyed. These could include
authorization to draft treaties (ARM 2.77) . Hosts throughout Mari' s king
dom lavished messengers with food, clothing, and slaves (ARM 12.747;
2.76:5-19, 34-38; 23. 43 ) . They also provided them with bodyguards and
escorts (ARM 6 . 14:22-28; 14.117:5-15; 2.73:4-15) , both to protect them from
harm while they were in the country (ARM 14.58:5-15; 6.20:6-13; 2.123;
14.127:5-17) and to prevent them from spying (ARM 2.41:3'-4'). Records
carefully note all the messengers who came and went (ARM 6 . 14 and 17;
6 . 15 : 6-15; 6.23; 14.125 : 4-9, 21-23) .

No Questions, No Requests
Hosts could not ask questions which pried into the affairs of a guest,
although guests could volunteer information (Fares 1932:95) . And guests
could not ask for anything, or even show undue interest in the host' s food
or possessions by staring at them. By asking or staring, guests usurped the
right of the household to offer everything they needed. By asking for some
thing, guests implied that their hosts were selfish or slow in providing for
their needs. To ask for anything broke both ritual protocol and custom by
reversing the roles of guest and host (Pitt-Rivers 1968:27) .

Blessing Upon Departure
Strangers who successfully completed their probation as guests were
presented to the village as friends. Strangers who failed were executed or
expelled as enemies (Pitt-Rivers 1968:21-22) . Strangers who became friends
blessed the households in which they had been guests by becoming their
allies. In ancestor stories , guests often announce the blessing with which
the covenant between them and their hosts conclude. In Genesis, the guests
of Abraham and Sarah announce that before the first anniversary of their
covenant with one another, their hosts will have a child (Gen 18:1-15) . Since
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hosts bestowed the blessings of life on their guests, guests always blessed
their hosts with gifts of life as well. The gifts of guests were always living
or life-giving. They always promised that the land and children of the
household in which they were guests would become fertile.

The Host and the Stranger in the Story
of /ael and Sisera O-udg 4:17-22)
Understanding the protocol of hospitality is critical to understanding the
story of Jael and Sisera in Judges (Judg 4 :17-22). Only by understanding
how hospitality works in the world of the Bible is it possible to understand
that J ael is not a host who betrays her guest, but a hero who defends her
household against an intruder.
As the story opens, Heber sets up camp with J ael and the rest of his
household beneath "the oak in Zaanannim which is near Kedesh" (Judg
4 : 11 ) . Storytellers use both the name "Kedesh" and the presence of a sacred
oak to identify the site as a sanctuary where the household of Heber and
all who take refuge there will be out of harm's way during the impending
battle between Sisera and Barak. Sisera is the military commander of the
king of Hazor; Barak, the chief of the Israelites .
After the warriors o f Hazor have been routed, Sisera seeks asylum a t the
sanctuary of Kedesh under the sacred tree. It is the sanctuary, not the camp
of Heber, which offers Sisera protection (pace Soggin 1981:67; Halpern 1988:
85) . When he finds the household of Heber at the sanctuary, however, Sisera
tries to take control of it (Judg 4 : 17 ; Gilmore 1987:4). If Sisera were merely
seeking hospitality he would have approached the tent of Heber, not that
of his wife, J ael. A wife may share the tent of her husband, but a man with
more than one wife was expected to provide each with a tent (Ahmed
1973: 79) . The story assumes Jael has a tent to herself.
Sisera does not approach Jael the way Abraham' s slave approaches Re
bekah in Genesis (Gen 24:17) or the way Jesus approaches the Samaritan
woman in the Gospel of John (John 4:6-9) . Both Abraham' s slave and Jesus
approach a woman at a well, not at her tent. The story of Jael and Sisera
assumes that Sisera approaches J ael' s tent unnoticed by the rest of the
household. The expression ( 1,'?J1::l, bera9lii.yw) translated " o n foot" in
English (Judg 4 : 17) can also mean " secretly" as it does here. There are
always warriors in camp to protect the women and animals (Pehrson
1966:85) . For example, in the stories of Joseph in Genesis, Jacob remains in
camp while his sons take the herds out to pasture (Gen 34:5). Thus , whether
Heber was present or not, warriors would have been within the camp to
protect J ael.
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Unlike Dinah in the stories of Jacob, Leah, and Rachel in Genesis, who
"went out to visit the women of the land" (Gen 34:1-2) where her body
guards could not protect her, Jael does not leave the protection of the camp
when she "comes out to meet Sisera" (Judg 4 : 17). On the contrary, Jael
confronts the intruder who has eluded her bodyguards and is trespassing.
Jael' s actions here are similar to those of Jezebel in the annals of Ahab in
Samuel-Kings, who confronts Jehu when he eludes her bodyguards and
trespasses into the palace (2 Kgs 9 :31) .
Sisera' s actions threaten Jael physically and legally usurp Heber' s rights
(Zeid 1966:253; Van Nieuwenhuijze 1971: 701) . To exert his claim to the
household of Heber, Sisera must have sexual intercourse with Jael. His
assault constitutes a legal bid to take over Heber' s household. In the stories
of David' s rise to power in Samuel-Kings, David uses the same strategy
when he has intercourse with Bathsheba to exert his claim to the household
of Uriah (2 Sam 11:1-17) . And in the stories of David' s successor, Amnon
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has intercourse with Tamar to exert his claim to the household of Absalom
(2 Sam 13:1-22 ) , and Absalom has intercourse with ten diplomatic wives to
exert his claim to the household of David (2 Sam 16:15-22) . Every action
and reaction in the story of Jael pivots on Sisera's plan to rape her (Zako
vitch 1981:370-71) .
The story of J ael heightens the literary tension of the plot of the story of
Deborah which precedes it. Suddenly, the audience realizes that it does not
know whether the protagonist in these stories is Deborah or J ael (Amit
1987: 89) . And they have no idea how the story will end (Murray 1979: 182) .
Until this point the audience has been led to assume that "the Lord will sell
Sisera into the hand of [the] woman Deborah" (Judg 4:9), but now there
are two women-Deborah and Jael. Not only is it uncertain whether Debo
rah or J ael is the main character in the story, it is also uncertain whether
Jael is playing the role of a hero or a host. The protocol of hospitality and
other literary parallels to this story in the Bible provide some important
clues for understanding the often misunderstood development of Jael' s
character.
Even in biblical times, Jael's opening words to Sisera-"Turn aside, my
lord, turn aside to me; have no fear" (Judg 4 :18)-raised questions about
her role in the story. Are they an invitation on behalf of Heber or even Jael
herself? Is J ael lying to Sisera? Is she trying to be ironic? The words appear
only in the story of Jael and Sisera (Judg 4 : 18). In the stories of Deborah,
Jael says nothing at all to Sisera (Judg 5:24-27) . In fact, there is no reference
at all in the stories of Deborah to this opening episode in the story of Jael
(Judg 4 : 18 ) . This discrepancy has been explained by arguing that the telling
of the stories of Deborah omitted Jael's words to avoid portraying a woman
as a host (Bal 1988:62) , or that the story of Jael added her words to explain
why Sisera was laying under the rug in Jael' s tent (Halpern 1988: 83 ) .
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But Jael' s words to Sisera are not an invitation on behalf of Heber. Jael
does not invite Sisera to come over to her the way Boaz invites his
neighbors to sit with him in the gate in Ruth (Ruth 4 : 1 ) . Nor does Jael
invite Sisera to be her guest the way Lot invites the two strangers to his
household for the night ( G en 19: 2 ) . First of all, both storytellers and
audiences knew that only male heads of households had the right to offer
hospitality (Van Nieuwenhuij ze 1971 : 287) . Second, while the words
" Turn aside , my lord , turn aside to me " (Judg 4 : 18 ) can b e used to offer
hospitality, the words " have no fear" (Judg 4 : 18) cannot. Customarily
only Yahweh uses this formula to address candidates like Abraham
(Gen 15: 1) and Gideon (Judg 6 :23) , who are b eing dispatched on divine
missions .
And Jael' s words are not her personal invitation to negotiate a treaty with
Sisera and overthrow Heber. There is nothing in the story which suggests
that Jael's words are part of a free political act against her husband (pace
Bal 1988: 60) . Jael does not consider Sisera an ally the way Abigail considers
David an ally in her revolution against her husband Nabal in the stories of
David's rise to power in Samuel-Kings (1 S am 25: 2-43) .
Likewise, Jael's words are not an outright lie. There is nothing in the story
to suggest that J ael and the household of Heber are double agents working
for their own advantage with both Israel and Hazor (pace Halpern 1988 : 86) .
Lies need credibility, but there is no reason in the story for Sisera or the
audience to believe her . Once Sisera' s chariots have been routed, the "peace
between Jabin the king of Hazor and the house of Heber the Kenite" (Judg
4 : 17) is abrogated. He has been shamed by the loss in battle, and his flight.
He has lost his former status and is reduced to the role of a refugee (Bal
1988: 120) . Hazor can no longer protect and provide for the household of
Heber; consequently the household of Heber is no longer obligated to sup
port Hazor. Heber and Jael are no longer Sisera's allies. If anything, they
are the war trophies of Barak, whom they are obligated to support (Halpern
1988:86; Soggin 1981:77) . Consequently, Jael is not treacherous. She cannot
be placed in the same league with the men of Judah who turned Samson
over to the Philistines in Judges (Judg 15:10-13), or with the people of Keilah
who informed Saul of David' s whereabouts in the stories of Saul in Samuel
Kings (1 Sam 23:12) .
And finally, Jael' s words are not ironic. Irony needs subtlety, but there is
no misunderstanding her words. In contrast, Sisera's words to Jael (Judg
4 :19-20) and the words between the queen mother and her counselors (Judg
5:29-30) are brimming with the subtlety and misunderstanding irony re
quires . There would be no irony in a woman offering a warrior something
to eat and drink. There is no shame in accepting something offered by a
woman. Rebekah does not shame the slave of Abraham by offering him
water (Gen 24:17-20) and Abigail does not shame David by offering him
food (1 Sam 25:18-35) .
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Jael' s words are a protest against Sisera, who is planning to rape her and
thus lay claim to the household of Heber. They are a final warning, advising
Sisera to change his decision or face the consequences. Jael' s words here
serve the same purpose as the words of Tamar to Amnon in the stories of
David's successor (2 Sam 13:12-13) . She warns him to leave her alone (Lam
4 : 15) , to give up his plan to attack her and the household of Heber (2 Kgs
10: 29 ; Prov 13: 14; Isa 11:13), and to disappear before he is discovered by her
bodyguards. Like Deborah, Jael is a liminal woman, who acts heroically
when men fail to fulfill their responsibilities (Murray 1979: 178, 183; Webb
1987 : 135 ; Amit 1987:93 ) . Both go above and beyond the call of duty as
mothers of their households. Both risk their own lives to save their house-

holds. When Barak fails to defend Israel against Hazor, Deborah acts. When
Heber fails to defend his household, J ael acts. J ael is not a host, but like
Deborah she is a hero who delivers her household from slavery.
Jael's warning plays on the word "turn" (110, sur) . She gives Sisera one
last chance to turn away from or abandon his plan (Judg 9 :29; 1 Kgs 16:13;
2 Kgs 17: 18) . But Sisera ignores her protest and turns or pushes her out of
his way. Jael says "Turn aside from your plan. " Instead, Sisera "turns her
aside" and invades her tent.
Once Jael' s opening words to Sisera are read as a protest rather than as
an invitation the significance of her actions which follow becomes clearer.
Jael never designates Sisera as her guest. On the contrary, she declares war
on him as her enemy. And Sisera never regards J ael as his host. Throughout
the story he treats her with disdain. He never speaks to her as an equal,
much less as the woman on whom his life depends. Such blatant disdain
for J ael identifies Sisera as typical of the arrogant who make alliances with
groups and states they consider inferior in order to survive (Soggin 1981:77) .
His underestimation of J ael in particular could be another ironic factor
utilized by the narrator. By forcing his way into Jael' s tent Sisera does not
merit the protection accorded a guest. He shames Heber by approaching
Jael' s tent uninvited and in complete disregard fo r her protest. Sisera is not
in an agitated mental state after the failed battle; he is clear thinking and
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calculating, and he plans to use J ael to aid his escape. This action, freely
taken, marks him as a danger which must be dealt with by any means at hand.
If Sisera had entered Jael' s tent as a guest she would have washed his feet
(Gen 18:4; 19:2; 24:32; Judg 19:21) . Jael does not omit washing Sisera' s feet
because such a leisurely and relaxing task was inappropriate in the middle
of Barak's and Deborah's hot pursuit of Sisera. The omission of the foot
washing ritual clearly indicates that Sisera has not been granted true guest
status . Although most translations say Jael "covered him with a rug " (Judg
4 : 18 ) , there is no precedent in this gesture connected with hospitality. It is
more likely that " she closed the curtain of the tent (il:::l � ��. semf�dh) behind
him" (Soggin 1981: 67; Bal 1988:122 ) . After Sisera barges past her into the
tent J ael neither runs nor screams for help. She coolly and decisively steps
into the tent behind Sisera and draws the curtain across the entryway. She
confronts the enemy of her household alone.
Sisera is undaunted by Jael's courage. Mistakenly, he assumes he is safe
and that the household of Heber is now in his power. In reality, it is precisely
at this moment that the great warrior, stained with mud and sweat, has
fallen into the power of a woman. Deborah's prophecy that "the Lord will
sell Sisera into the hand of a woman" (Judg 4:9) has been fulfilled.
Unwilling to believe that he is in any danger, Sisera orders Jael to wait
on him like a slave by bringing him a drink and guarding the door. If Sisera
were Jael's guest he could not ask her for anything. In contrast, when
Abraham's slave asks Rebekah, " give me a little water to drink from your
j ar" (Gen 24:17) , he is not a guest addressing his host. By requesting a drink
he is seeking access to a natural resource of the village (Matthews 1986:121 ) .
T h e well functions a s communal property and thus any member of the
village may be approached for access to the water. Rebekah' s response to
Abraham' s slave in giving him a drink and watering his camels is not the
offering or granting of hospitality, only the extension of temporary water
rights. The fact that the slave' s test to find Isaac a proper bride included the
provision that the woman would also water his camels (Gen 24:14) suggests
that Rebekah's generous action was an unexpected one, thus not part of
any ritual expectation or obligation.
Skillfully manipulating Sisera' s false sense of security, Jael responds by
treating him like a child: she " opens a skin of milk and gives him a drink"
(Judg 4 : 19) . Jael fills Sisera' s order for the simple necessity of water with the
luxury of fermented goat's milk. Upgrades are part of the protocol of hospi
tality, but only on the part of the host. Hosts fulfill their responsibility to
provide the best possible food for their guests by offering something simple,
and then upgrading it. Abraham offers his guests " a morsel of bread" (Gen
18:4-5 ) , and then upgrades it to three measures of fine meal made into
cakes, a calf, curds, and milk (Gen 18:6-8) . Nonetheless , since it is Sisera
who orders the water, Jael' s response has nothing to do with fulfilling the
obligation of a host to provide the best for guests. Jael would have had to
offer a little water and then upgrade it to milk. When J ael gives Sisera milk
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to drink she repeats the challenge she issued by drawing the curtain of her
tent and courageously takes another step to trap and kill him ( Cundall
1968:95). Her offer is not a gesture of a host, but the strategy of a hunter.
Milk is an aphrodisiac with which a husband and wife toast their marriage
contract (Bal 1988:62-63) . Milk is also a soporific whose lactic acid soothes
away the anxieties which prevent sleep (Boling 1975 :98) . Tellers exploit both
associations . Sisera drinks the milk to prepare fo r sex while Jael serves the
milk to prepare him for death.
Jael stalks Sisera the way Judith stalks Holofernes in Judith (Judith 12-13)
and Pughat stalks Yatpan in the story of Aqhat from Ugarit ( CTA 19.205221) . With threatening deliberation, Jael closes in on her prey. She closes
the curtain to her tent, she serves him milk, and finally she tucks him into
bed. Jael's act of covering Sisera before (Judg 4 : 18) and after (Judg 4 : 19)
serving him a drink frames the episode. Like Jael, both Judith and Pughat
serve their enemy drink, and both provide an alluring and beguiling picture
to further cloud their victim's mind. Each woman hunts and kills her enemy
to set their households free (Hendel 1987:90-94; Gaster 1969:260) . What the
men of their households-Barak, Danil, Heber, Uzziah-could not do , these
women accomplished on their own.
Hosts regularly guard the door to protect their guests. Rahab in the Battle
of Jericho stories in Joshua, for example, guards the door to protect her two
guests (Josh 2:4-6) . Likewise , the slave woman at En Rogel does the same
for Jonathan and Ahimaaz in the stories of Saul in Samuel-Kings (2 Sam
17:17-21) . But a guest can never order a host to stand guard. Sisera's order
does not remind J ael of her responsibility as a host but dramatizes his
helplessness as a fallen warrior. The same audience who first met Sisera as
commander of the nine hundred chariots of Hazor (Judg 4:2-3) now listens
to him crying out to the woman caring for him like a child afraid of the
dark (Bal 1988:92) . He is alone and helpless, and yet he continues to
command Jael as if she were a soldier in his now vanquished army.
Sisera' s helplessness is further played out in the words which he orders
J ael to pass on to those who approach her tent. "If anyone comes and asks
you, Is there a man in this woman's tent? Say, No ! " Tellers have carefully
chosen a word (tl!,�. 'fs) which can mean both " anyone" and "a man" so
that this once-great warrior can now unwittingly admit that he is no longer
a man (Judg 4:20; Bal 1988: 123) . Sisera orders Jael to lie, but she can use
his exact words and tell the truth, which the audience already knows (Webb
1987: 135) .
The milk, plus his own exhaustion, seal his fate as he falls into a deep
sleep. Similarly, Samson sleeps in Delilah's lap in Judges (Judg 16:14, 19) ;
Yatpan passes out in a drunken stupor before Pughat in the story o f Aqhat
( CTA 19.213-224) . In each story the hero is a woman who first puts her
enemy to sleep and then to death. Her enemy is totally unaware of his
impending death. He thinks he is making himself helpless to taunt the
woman who confronts him as helpless (Williams 1982:74; Soggin 1981:78) .
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J ael fetches the hammer and a peg which she uses to pitch her tent. The
same skills and strength which she uses to erect her home J ael uses to defend
it. She drives the peg through Sisera' s skull with the same speed with which
she normally sinks it into the ground. Jael' s weapons are not only available,
they are familiar. But the weapons of J ael are symbolic as well as functional.
It is characteristic of the hero stories in Judges that their protagonists wield
unorthodox weapons. Ehud is armed with a two-edged sword (Judg 3 : 16) ,
Shamgar with an ox goad (Judg 3 : 31), Samson with a j awbone (Judg 15: 15 ) .
The motif characterizes them a s farmers and herders, not professional
warriors. Nonetheless, they skillfully wield the tools of their peace-time
trades to free their households from well-armed invaders. J ael' s homespun
weapons mark her as an authentic deliverer.
The hammer and the peg are also strong sexual symbols. The male who
violated the door of her tent is penetrated by the woman he threatened.
Sisera' s sentence is designed to fit his crime. His attack on the household of
Heber does not need to be consummated with J ael (pace Brenner 1985:11920) ; from a legal point of view, Sisera is guilty of rape the moment he passes
through the door of her tent. The door is a common sexual symbol as love
songs from both Egypt (Papyrus Harris 500) and the Song of Solomon (Cant
5 : 4) from ancient Israel indicate.
From a literary point of view it is unlikely that storytellers wanted their
audiences to think that Sisera succeeds in having sexual intercourse with
J ael. Their story turns on the characterization of Sisera who is crazed, but
impotent. Sisera "falls between her legs" (Judg 5:27), as much a failure
against Jael (Bal 1988: 120) as he had been against Deborah (Judg 4 : 15) . On
neither field does he mount a successful assault. Sisera is a dead man from
the moment he appears in the story. He tries to bring shame upon Barak
and Heber and instead suffers the shame of death at a woman' s hand (Judg
9 :53) . His death is not only inevitable, but expected and justified.
Like Deborah who leads Barak to Sisera on the battlefield (Judg 4 :14-16) ,
J ael now leads Barak t o Sisera o n the floor o f her tent. The episode frames
the two stories and draws them to a close. This final episode in the story of
Jael (Judg 4 :22) creates a frame with the opening episode (Judg 4 : 18) around
the story (Bal 1988:92 ) . In both, Jael " came out to meet" a stranger. The
fabric of the narrative is thus woven together resuming the story of the
aftermath of the battle and providing a sense of dej a vu in which once again
a man approaches a woman at the door of her tent.
The protocol of the host and the stranger is a key to the interpretation of
this story of J ael. It clearly shows that J ael does not misuse hospitality to
lure Sisera to his death. On the contrary, it is Sisera who violates hospitality,
bringing shame on himself and his household. Each of Jael's actions is
carefully chosen to reflect both the gentle nurture of a mother tending her
young and the fearless courage of a mother defending them. In this way,
the story consciously acknowledges both qualities in honoring Deborah and
Jael as "mothers in Israel" (Judg 5 :7; Williams 1982:73 ) . Each woman is a
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Egyptian Love Songs
(M atthevv.s . lk . Benjamin . 1 9.9 1 15:230)
My foverJs the .laely ofa great house,
Whose entrance is right in t.he middle!
Both doors are left wide open,
The bolt is. unfastened.
And my lover is furious!
If
I

she hired me as her doorman ,
At least when· 1 m,ade . her angryt

w,ould get to hear he.r voice,
Even as I tremble like a child.

mother of a household honored as a chief for delivering their household
when it is left in harm's way. Mothers in Israel were selfless not only in
birthing and rearing their children but in protecting them from harm. In
stark contrast, the mother of Sisera pines selfishly for the child who will
feed and protect her (Judg 5:28-30; Bal 1988:64). The irony with which this
mother speaks is exquisite. She rationalizes Sisera's delay by assuming her
warrior son is busy handling the two women he has won in a single day
(Judg 5:30). Meanwhile, the audience knows that just the reverse is true; it
is Sisera who has fallen into the hands of two women in a single day. In
her fantasy Sisera's mother sees her loving son arriving with a bolt of fabric
dyed in royal purple for her (Judg 5 :30) . But the audience knows her son
will soon arrive shrouded in the carpet he has dyed with his blood.
For ancient Israel, Deborah and Jael were deemed "blessed among women"
(Judg 5:24) . The title is superlative in no small way because Israel confers
it on two women equal in honor to Othniel, Ehud, Gideon, Jepthah, Samson,
Saul, Jonathan, and David in Judges and Samuel-Kings (Gilmore 1987:9;
Blok 1981:429) . Deborah and Jael were "friends of Yahweh " (Judg 5 :31) who
set their households free.

7
The Chief

T

here were no police or standing armies in vil
lages. In early Israel, soldiers were not only an expense which the village
could not afford, but a threat to its balance of power. Nonetheless villages
were subject to attack. To offset this risk, villages allied themselves with one
another to form a tribe which provided them with temporary military
assistance whenever their land or population was threatened. The Bible
does not report the exact order of events or the precise political climate
which contributed to the transition from villages to tribes in Israel (Coote
and Whitelam 1987:143; Lemche 1988: 122) , but anthropology can enrich the
outline which the Bible preserves . The contours of any particular tribe
varied in response to the nature of the external crisis with which it was
confronted (Earle 1989:87; 1991:10) and the internal opposition which it faced
(Johnson and Earle 1987:313-14; Renfrew 1982: 3-6) . Hence, more than one
model can be reconstructed (Frick 1985:71-97; Service 1975:304; Harris 1979:92;
Renfrew 1972:73), and not all the components of the protocol for commissioning
a chief appear in every hero story in the Bible (Gottwald 1979: 322-27) .
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Th reat to Land and Children
Any serious threat to the land or population of a village could set the
protocol for commissioning a judge (�:JW, sopet) or chief (�iftJJ, nii.si') in
motion. Ultimately the threat was military (Judg 19: 1 ; 1 Sam 11) , even when
it originated as an economic (1 Sam 13:19-21) or diplomatic crisis (1 S am
8 : 4-5; 11:12-15) . A threat was serious when the village could no longer
survive on its own and its elders could no longer adequately feed and protect
the households of the village .
Faced with a serious threat, the elders of the politically smaller and more
democratic village moved to allow it to be indefinitely absorbed into a larger
and more totalitarian social system called a "tribe. " A tribe was primarily
an army or people at war. It centralized its power in fe wer leaders , required
more land to operate, demanded more able-bodied adults , and consumed
more natural resources than a village (Earle 1989:84; 1987:279; Carneiro
1981:37-38, 45) . The tribe did not farm, herd, or bear children. The members
of a tribe were not farmers, herders , or childbearers, they were warriors and
quartermasters. A village reclaims land; a tribe conquers it. A village bears
children; a tribe takes prisoners of war. A village solves problems through
consensus at the gate court; a tribe uses the police power of martial law. A
tribe was an effective, but violent social structure. Some tribes developed
into states, others did not (Earle 1987:280; 1977:213; Friedman and Row
lands 1977:201-276) .

Call t o Arms
The elders of a village under attack began the process of transferring it
to the tribe by issuing a call for help to the other villages with which it was
allied by covenant. If these villages decided the threat to the village under
attack also placed them in harms way, they too agreed to transfer their
political and economic power to the tribe .
Villages had seven days t o make their decision. Practically, the villages
needed time to circulate the call to arms and for their elders to weigh its
merits and the resources of their villages to respond. Symbolically, however,
seven also indicates that the process of discernment involves not just the
human community, but Yahweh and the divine assembly as well. In the
world of the Bible, seven was a cosmic number. The moon passes through
four seven-day weeks before repeating its cycle. The universe houses seven
heavenly bodies: the sun, the moon, and the five planets visible to the
unaided eye. Consequently, it was assumed that Yahweh and the divine
assembly created in cycles of seven. Hence, the protocol for appointing a
chief involved suspending human work for seven days to give Yahweh and
the divine assembly time to work. Joshua and his warriors wait seven days
before attacking Jericho in Joshua (Josh 6 : 1-16 ) , and Saul waits seven days
before attacking the Philistines in Samuel-Kings (1 Sam 13:8) .
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Raising Up a Chief
Villages signified their decision to transfer their political and economic
power to the tribe by mustering warriors. At the end of the waiting period
the warriors who assembled selected a chief. The unique physical appear
ance of a warrior was a significant element in the designation of a chief.
"The spirit of the Lord" physically distinguished the chief from the other
warriors. In Judges, Ehud is left-handed (Judg 3:15) ; in the stories of David' s
rise to power i n Samuel-Kings David i s "ruddy, and had beautiful eyes, and
was handsome" (1 Sam 16 :12) . When the selection was made, a prophet
(K,::lJ, nii�f') confirmed the candidate and declared war (1 Sam 13:8-12) . It
was the prophet who certified that the deliberations of Yahweh and the
divine assembly were complete, that a chief had been legally selected , and
that war had been declared (Eslinger 1985:477, n. 6).
The Bible often combines the roles of the prophet and the chief in the way
it describes the Levites in early Israel. Sometimes, like a chief, the Levite
provides a village with the strategy and tactics necessary to defend against
aggression. And, sometimes like a prophet, the Levite confirms the candi
date whom the warriors selected as chief and declares war by retelling the
Exodus stories. This reminds the villagers that if Yahweh could deliver the
Hebrews from Egypt, the most vicious slaveholder in the ancient world, then
certainly Yahweh could deliver the Hebrews in the hills from Egypt's gov
ernors in Canaan (Gottwald 1979:496) .
Numbers (Num 1:44) makes a peacetime application of Israel's ancient
wartime institution of appointing a chief. The figures in Numbers are not
so much a civil census as a military roll-call used in drafting warriors to
defend villages under attack. Each tribe is mustered by a chief (K,WJ, niiSi') ,
who reports the count to Moses and Aaron who , as prophets, are responsible
fo r declaring war (Pedersen 1926:34) .

Prisoners and Plunder
Befo re going into battle, warriors in the world of the Bible vowed all or a
portion of their anticipated prisoners and plunder to Yahweh Sabbaoth
(r:nn, �erem) . The execution of prisoners of war and the destruction of all
their property seems today to be both barbaric and wasteful. In traditional
cultures like ancient Israel, however, this aspect of what scholars have
strangely enough called " holy war " may have actually served as a deterrent
to violence and waste (Schwally 1901) . Prisoners and plunder were an
economic surplus shared by warriors. A significant portion of the budget of
ancient states, in fact, came from prisoners and plunder taken in wars.
States were supported by the taxes they collected and the wars they de
clared. Tribes, on the other hand, set limits on the profits of war by vowing
before the battle to retain only a certain portion of the proceeds. The rest
of the prisoners and plunder were executed or burned, not as a sadistic act
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of revenge but to transfer them to the divine assembly. If villages could not
profit substantially by war, they would hopefully resort to it only as a last
choice , and not use it, as states did, as a regular source of public funding .
Likewise, life i n any condition i s considered preferable t o death today. In
traditional cultures, however, life as a slave was not necessarily preferable
to death in battle or as a sacrifice following the battle (Beavis 1992:37-54) .
But in early Israel not all plunder and prisoners of war were sacrificed.
S ome chiefs channeled them back to the villages. Redistribution was not
just a policy of taking from the rich and giving to the poor. The formula
which a chief used for redistribution corresponds to the level of support
which the villages had provided the tribe (Service 1962: 144; Renfrew 1976:
171-73) . In some cases the wealth which was redistributed was originally
taken in taxes or tribute from the same villages to whom it was returned
(Carneiro 1981:63; Peebles and Kus 1977: 421; Adams 1984:91) . The stories
of David' s rise to power demonstrate the use of redistribution quite well
(1 Sam 22-23; 27-30) .

Duel and Ambush
The tactics of a tribe seldom employed full-scale maneuvers. Most often,
either the chief single-handedly attacked with an unorthodox weapon or
ambushed the unsuspecting enemy with only a portion of the tribe's war
riors. Only then did all the warriors j oin in the rout. Attacking at less than
full strength had both practical and ritual significance. Practically, tribes
seldom mustered a sufficient number of warriors who were adequately
armed to operate like the army of a state. The chief, therefore, had to
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compensate for this lack of strength with better strategy. Ritually, a chief
down-sized an attack to emphasize that the victory belonged not to the tribe,
but to its divine patron with whom the warriors fought only as auxiliaries
(Von Rad 1991:44-46) . In ancient Israel, the main attack was always carried
out by Yahweh and the heavenly host (m�:l�. s e ba 'ot) .

Sfories of David's Ri.se to Power
(2 Sant 5:22...;25)
. ·.· the Philistines ca.lfle up, �nd were s ere'd out in . . . valley
of Rephaim. When, David iinqui �ecl of the Lordt he said, ".You
shall not go up; go ar,� �md t.() ��eir re�n>":nd come upon th.e m
opposite the �als�lfl ��ee5: . yY:b�n you lt��r the . sound .of march·
ing in the tops ofth� :ba.lsan-ttre�st t � �ra b� cm the alert; for
then the .l?r�h�s .gon� 01;1 t b���re yo!J ,t() str,ik� down the army
of the Philistines." D��id, did "j�st as t�e .l..o rd had com�anded
him; and he s.t ruck down the Philistin�s frt.>m Geba all the way
to . Gexer.
Disarmament and Military Preparedness
After the enemy had been destroyed, the chief remained on call, but
warriors returned to their villages. Initially, the "raising up" or "anointing"
of a chief like Saul (1 Sam 9: 15-11: 15) or David (1 Sam 16:1-13; 17:31-58;
18:7) only streamlined the distribution of power exercised by the elders. In
times of relative stability, commissioning a chief interrupted but did not
replace the distribution of power which made day-to-day life possible in the
villages . However, during times of widespread instability, power was per
manently redistributed to the chief. Although theoretically the elders only
delegated their power to the chief temporarily, chiefs could and did use
various strategies to permanently consolidate the elders' power in them
selves (1 Sam 11:5-15; 13:5-9; 14:16-24; 15: 4-9 ) .
N o strategy, however, could make a chief omnipotent (Earle 1989: 85) .
When, in Judges, Abimelech attempts to become ruler of Shechem, he
uses two strategies. First, he promises its people more effective leadership:
"Which is better for you, that all seventy of the sons of Jerubba'al rule over
you, or that one rule over you ? " (Judg 9:2) . Second, he appeals to the loyalty
of the household of his mother in Shechem. Abimelech is modestly success
ful. For three years, the city gives him the power to hire mercenary troops.
But soon Abimelech faces the threat of another chief taking his place (Judg
9:26-41) . Abimelech survives this challenge by slaying a city's entire popu
lation and sowing its ruins with salt (Judg 9:42-45) . However, the expendi
ture of time, effort, and emotion invested in maintaining his rule is too
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singularly directed toward force. Ultimately, he is killed in battle at Thebez
(Judg 9 :50-55) and his tribe is dissolved.
Even chiefs as powerful as Saul and David were subj ect to the counter
balance created by the elders (1 S am 10:27; 11:12; 13:10-15; 14:24-46) .
Regardless o f how long a tribe existed, it was always possible that the
villages could revolt to demand a new tribe and a new chief, to demand
even greater centralization and form a state, or to demand less centraliza
tion and a return to the village system (1 Kgs 12:3-4) . Nonetheless, statis
tically the state more often than any other system is the one which replaces
the tribe. The expansion and collapse of the tribe carries within it the
seeds for the development of states . Regional organization was established
through alliance, force, and economic contacts as tribes were formed (1 Sam
13:2-4) . The competitive nature of neighboring chiefs, circumscription, and
the tenuous system of succession in tribes all contributed to their dissolu
tion. Consolidation of tribes into larger political units with bureaucratic
levels of rule and centralized control over production and distribution was
made easier by both the strengths and the weaknesses of tribes (Carneiro
1978: 208; Earle 1987:281 ) .
One strategy for continuing a chief i n power was storytelling. Stories were
performed as part of regularly celebrated rituals endorsing the chief as a
divinely chosen deliverer of the people (Kristiansen 1982:245 ) . The stories
of Gideon in Judges, for example, celebrate his destruction of the altar to
Ba'al and the tree of Asherah by conferring the title Jerubba 'al on this
villager "who fought against Ba'al" (Judg 6:25-32) . The story elevates
Gideon the elder to the status of Gideon the chief.
The stories of Saul in Samuel-Kings (1 Sam 11:12-15; 14:47-52) argue that
the success of S aul in preserving Israel from its enemies is an endorsement
by Yahweh entitling him to remain in power. The stories introduce him at
first only as a temporary chief, but he uses his skills as a military leader
(1 Sam 11) , his anointing by Samuel (1 Sam 10: 1 ) , and his election by lot
under Yahweh's supervision (1 Sam 10:17-27) to consolidate his power
(Lemche 1988:121) . Saul's actual control over the affairs of the villages,
whose loyalties were divided, was fairly minimal (Judg 6:12-18) . Still, Saul' s
tribe created a central identity for Israel, based on his role a s a permanent
military commander (Vikander-Edelman 1986:9, 31; Hauer 1986:6-7) .

The Chief in a Story of Saul from
/abesh-Gilead (1 Sam 11:1-15)
The story of Saul from Jabesh-Gilead in Samuel-Kings (1 Sam 11:1-15) is
a fascinating demonstration of the anthropology of a tribe. Saul is chosen
chief because the people of Jabesh-Gilead need more rapid decision-making
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than the elders can supply. To deal with Rabath-Ammon they need more
centralized leadership and greater cooperation with other villages in the
region. The fragile nature of the tribe is demonstrated as Saul the chief and
Samuel the prophet confront one another.
Gilead is a region 2S miles wide and 100 miles long between the Jordan
River and today's city of Amman. Amman was once Rabath-Ammon, the
great city of the Ammonites. Northern Gilead ran from the Jabbok River
(Arabic: Nahr es Zarqa) near Amman, SO miles north to the Yarmuk River
(Arabic: Wadi el Yarmuk). Southern Gilead ran from the Jabbok to the Arnon
River (Arabic: Wadi el Mujib) some SO miles south. On this great plateau of
land there were timber forests , grain fields, and grazing lands. Through it
ran the Royal Highway (Arabic: Tariq es Sultani) . Caravans moved goods
along this ancient trade lane connecting the Gulf of Aqaba and Damascus.
Less than 2S miles north and west of Rabath-Ammon in northern Gilead
the Wadi Yabis j oins the Jordan Valley. Here stood Jabesh-Gilead (Arabic:
Tell Abu Kharaz) where they told a story of Saul, the chief who delivered
them from Nahash, king of Rabath-Ammon.
A longer version of this story of Saul, recovered by archaeologists from
1947 to 1967 to the library of Qumran on the west coast of the Dead Sea,
describes in greater detail than the Bible j ust how the war between Rabath
Ammon and Jabesh-Gilead began (Cross 198S:l6-3S; Rofe 1982:129-33) . The
longer version also makes it clearer that the maneuvers of Nahash were
part of a sophisticated strategy threatening the land and children of Israel,
and not simply unprovoked acts of mayhem.
The Ammonites enjoyed the same monopoly on transit trade along the
Royal Highway east of the Jordan as the Philistines enj oyed along the
Coastal Highway to the west. Both profited greatly from guarding the
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caravans, feeding, watering, and restocking their animals, bedding and
boarding their caravaneers. Between 1250 and 1000 BCE, raiders from some
Israelite villages both east and west of the Jordan regularly plundered
caravans to supplement their income from herding and farming (Judg 5 : 6-7;
Rowton 1967: 382; Chaney 1983 ) . Raids cost both the Philistines and the
Ammonites dearly. Both eventually mounted campaigns against Israelite
villages suspected of harboring raiders.
When the story of Saul opens, Nahash and his soldiers have swept through
all the villages of Israel in southern Gilead and halfway through those in
northern Gilead as well. Nahash did not want to exterminate the Israelite
population, he simply wanted to destroy its ability to raid caravans along
his section of the Royal Highway. Gouging out the eyes of Israel' s warriors
is both a practical and a symbolic tactic which targets the power of lsrael' s
villages over both its land and its children. Tellers emphasize the cruelty of
Nahash with a play on words. In Hebrew tt.fm, na�as) can mean either
"fortune" (Num 23:23 ; 24:1) or " serpent" (Gen 3 : 1 ; Amos 9:3) . Although this
king of Rabath-Ammon, no doubt, carried the throne name nahash-tob or
"Good Fortune, " Israelite storytellers always refer to him as the "Snake"
(Cross 1985:26) .
As a practical matter, mutilating or decimating prisoners of war discour
ages any further armed resistance. In the biblical world, decimation and
mutilation were standard practices. After defeating Moab in Samuel-Kings
David executes every third prisoner of war (2 Sam 8:2) . In Judges, Adoni
bezek, king of the Perizzites, cuts off the thumbs and toes of seventy kings
he defeated before the warriors of Judah cut off his thumbs and toes (Judg
1 : 4-7) . Without great toes it is difficult for a warrior to balance; without
thumbs it is virtually impossible to grasp a weapon. The Philistines blinded
Samson (Judg 16:21) and the Babylonians blinded Zedekiah (2 Kgs 25:7; Jer
39:7; 52:11) . Blinding both eyes not only destroys a warrior' s vision but his
usefulness as a farmer or herder as well. Blinding his right eye, on the other
hand, severely limits a villager' s ability to fight, but it does not deprive a
villager of his ability to farm and herd. Without a right eye it is difficult to
aim a bow, a spear, or a sling, and without full peripheral vision the warrior
becomes an easier target on the field of battle. The wound also clearly
identifies those convicted of raiding .
Symbolically, blinding i s equivalent t o castration. There i s a legal and
symbolic equivalence between the eyes and the testicles in the world of the
Bible. To be blind is to be impotent. Something of this equivalence appears
in the Middle Assyrian Code (MAL 8) published by Tiglath-Pileser I (11151077 BCE ) .
Blinding is not the only gesture by which warriors threaten the power of
their enemies to have children; to be bald is also to be impotent. Shaving
the beard or pubic hair of a warrior or cutting off the tunic below the waist
are comparable methods of symbolic castration. Both occur in the Bible. In
the stories of David ' s rise to power, Hanun shaves off half the beards and

104

VILLAGE DIPLOMACY

cuts off half the tunics of the delegation which David dispatched to the
funeral of Nahash, Hanun's father (2 Sam 10:4). By symbolically castrating
David' s messengers, Hanun declares that Israel is impotent in Rabath
Ammon. Likewise, David symbolically castrates Saul by cutting off a corner
of his cloak while Saul is relieving himself in a cave near Ein Gedi. The
gesture declares that S aul is impotent in Israel (1 Sam 24: 1-22). In Isaiah,
when Israel and Syria invade Judah, Ahaz sends a call for help to Assyria,
Judah' s treaty partner. Isaiah uses this motif to argue that Assyria will
castrate Judah rather than protect it (Isa 7:20).
Although the honor of Rabath-Ammon and the shame of Israel are at
stake in Nahash' s decision to cross the Wadi Yabis, there are practical
military considerations as well. For Nahash, caravans crossing through
Ammonite territory would be safe only when every warrior in Israel had
been neutralized. Allowing any able-bodied warriors to remain east of the
Jordan leaves caravans on the Royal Highway at risk. Therefore, Nahash
crosses the Wadi Yabis and lays siege to Jabesh-Gilead.

To avoid a battle, the elders of J abesh-Gilead offer to negotiate a covenant
with Nahash. Nahash agrees, but points out that as his covenant partner,
they must extradite all the warriors of Israel who are his enemies. In
Samuel-Kings, Joab imposes the same terms on Abel of Beth-maacah where
Sheba and his warriors seek asylum (2 Sam 20: 20-21). The terms are stand
ard in covenants throughout the ancient Near East and appear, for example,
in the Treaty of Ramses II and Hattusilis III promulgated after the battle at
Kadesh in 1280 BCE.
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Before agreeing to become a covenant partner with Rabath-Ammon and
to surrender Israel' s warriors, the elders of Jabesh-Gilead send out a call to
arms to their tribe. Like Goliath in the story of David' s rise to power (1 Sam
17:8-9) , Nahash does not expect Jabesh-Gilead to be able to field a chief to
meet his challenge (1 Sam 17: 8-9) . While establishing a covenant with
Jabesh-Gilead would give him an investment in the village, winning a war
against it would give him complete control of all its land and resources
(Edelman 1984 : 205, n. 39) . Invaders like Nahash of Rabath-Ammon or
Ben-Hadad of Syria in Samuel-Kings (1 Kgs 20:5-7) care little whether their
enemies fall by covenant or conquest.
The crisis in this story of Saul not only locks Rabath-Ammon and Jabesh
Gilead in a duel to the death, but also brings Yahweh the God of Israel
and Milcom the God of Rabath-Ammon into direct confrontation with one
another . If the people o f Jabesh-Gilead become a covenant partner of
Rabath-Ammon, they become the people of Milcom as well. If Milcom
can conquer the people whom Yahweh cannot protect, then Milcom is
god and Yahweh is not (Eslinger 1985 : 362) . The response of the tribe to
the elders' call to arms will determine the identity o f Jabesh-Gilead as
either Israelite or Ammonite (Edelman 1984 : 203-5) .
The call to arms from Jabesh-Gilead reaches Gibeah first. The messengers
lament or weep for the fate of their city. The Lament for Ur (Matthews and
Benj amin 199lb:l69-75) , the story of Balaam (Matthews and Benjamin
199lb :59-61), and Lamentations reflect the kind of literary genre which the
messengers use.
The call comes first to Gibeah because of the covenant relationship be
tween the two villages (Long 1989: 223-24; Mohlenbrink 1940-41:57-64;
Stoebe 1973:226-27), not because Gibeah is Saul's capital (Vannoy 1978:8687; Edelman 1984: 207). In the final form of the stories of Saul which appear
in the Bible today, the story of Saul told at Jabesh-Gilead is introduced by
other stories of Saul in which he is anointed as a leader in Israel. This story
is the first in which Saul demonstrates his ability to fulfill his commission
as a standing chief (Edelman 1984:205-8 ) . Since there was no immediate
action taken by Saul after being anointed and chosen by lot, the story of
Saul told at Jabesh-Gilead now functions as the labor that confirms his
anointing (Long 1989: 227-28; Ishida 1977 : 47).
The reaction of Saul-the-villager to the call to arms from J abesh-Gilead
designates him as Saul-the-chief, commissioned by Yahweh to deliver the
people from slavery. The call tests S aul, who proves himself a chief by
reacting appropriately to the crisis (Halpern 198la:l24, 138-45) . S ome sto
ries characterize Saul as ecstatic (1 Sam 10: 10b) or depressed (1 Sam 16:14;
Gunn 1980: 12) . In this story, however, the spirit of Yahweh marks Saul as
physically huge: " he stood head and shoulders above everyone else" (1 Sam
9 :2) . By butchering the oxen, Saul demonstrates the great physical strength
which distinguishes him from other villagers.
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Saul's sacrifice is not only physically extraordinary, it is ritually excep
tional as well. The covenant between Gibeah and J abesh-Gilead is not an
ordinary covenant, and Saul is not simply a generic chief (Halpern 198la:
132-38). Even, in a state as p owerful and wealthy as Mari (1800-1750 BCE ) ,
few villages had oxen. Fields were plowed with equipment and oxen loaned
to villages by the state (ARM 13.39 ; 14.80 : 4-10) . Therefore , only significant
covenants were ratified by the slaughter of oxen or bulls (1 Sam 1:24; 6 : 14 ;
2 Sam 24:22) . Saul's sacrifice emphasizes the totality of the commitment
which Gibeah will make to deliver Jabesh-Gilead. Saul and the other war
riors swear that if they do not deliver Jabesh-Gilead from Nahash of Rabath
Ammon, they wish their own oxen to be quartered just as Saul quartered
his oxen: "whoever does not come out after Saul and Samuel, so shall it be
done to his oxen" (1 S am 11:7).
Saul sends the pieces with the messengers to rally other villages to the
cause of J abesh-Gilead. The pieces of raw meat serve as gruesome physical
evidence that Saul and the warriors of Gibeah will spare nothing to fulfill
the covenant of Gibeah with J abesh-Gilead. A similar example of this form
of military recruiting is found in the order by Zimri-Lim king of Mari
(1779-1745 BCE ) that a severed head be carried on a pole as the recruiters
went from city to city (ARM 2 . 48 :15-24) . The significance of this action was
not lost on the people of Israel since " the dread of the Lord fell upon them"
(1 Sam 11:7b ) , and they all turned out for battle. Saul's determination, his
claim to call upon the warriors of Israel, and the sign of divine intervention
all point to the success to come (Miller 1974 :167-68) .
During the seven-day waiting period, warriors from both Gibeon and
Benj amin respond to Saul's call to arms (Schunk 1963:131-38; Blenkinsopp
1972:64; 1974:1-7). The sheer numbers who come further indicates that Saul
is Yahweh's designated chief. It is a sign of chiefdom development when
villages are able to bind themselves to meet a common regional threat (Earle
1991:13-14) .
Samuel is mentioned as a n ally in Saul's oath ( 1 S am 11:7) , but his role
before the battle is not described. In the final form of the story, the role of
Samuel the prophet appears to take place only after the battle. The changes
describing the prophet's role which have been made in the final form of the
story give Saul full authority to act on his own initiative, a type of renewal
of his anointing and a recognition of his leadership role already confirmed
by the prophet in previously told stories .
S aul shows his skill a s a chief n o t only i n his ability t o recruit warriors
but also through his use of military tactics. He rallies the support and
morale of the people of J abesh-Gilead by sending messengers to tell them
they would be delivered the next day.
Then the elders send a carefully worded message to N ahash: "Tomorrow
we will give ourselves up (K�J. ne$e ') to you, and you may do to us whatever
seems good to you" (1 Sam 11:10 ) . The message confirms that the full seven
day waiting period will be observed, and gives Saul's warriors enough time
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to arrive to lift the siege. But the message also makes a brilliant use of subtle
irony to threaten the city's arrogant opponent.
Throughout their negotiations with Nahash, the elders of Jabesh-Gilead
stress their willingness to " give up. " The Hebrew verb which they use, ��\
yii�ii ') , can mean either " surrender" (Gen 38:24; Josh 2 : 3) or " attack" (Deut
20:1; 1 Sam 29: 6 ; Prov 30:29). Ostensibly, the elders offer to surrender to the
Ammonites and become their vassals. Now they reiterate that offer, but the
double entendre here allows for their intention to attack the Ammonites,
scissoring them between Saul ' s warriors and the warriors of Jabesh-Gilead
(Hertzberg 1964:93; Eslinger 1985:371; Long 1989:220 ) .
Saul and the elders of Jabesh-Gilead u s e the double entendre a s a psycho
logical tactic to ambush Nahash and his warriors. Nahash may or may not
have been aware that Saul and his warriors were responding to the call for
help that was sent out by the elders of Jabesh-Gilead. But Saul may have
purposefully leaked the news of his coming. By leaking the news of his
approach and by obliquely announcing the exact time of his attack, Saul
demonstrates skillful use of a terror tactic also employed by the kings of
Mari (ARM 1.52:6-35 ; 43:6'-8 ' ; Sasson 1969:41) . Nahash personally may
remain too overly confident to be greatly troubled by the news of Saul's
approach or the double meaning in the message which the elders of J abesh
Gilead deliver, but his warriors may not be sure whether they are about to
receive a surrender or an attack. The tactic solicits uncertainty as an ally
in Saul's strategy to deliver Jabesh-Gilead. Saul ' s battle plan is effective,
with a three-pronged attack which protects his own flanks while driving
the Ammonites from the field and scattering the survivors.
In the telling of the story of Saul at Jabesh-Gilead in Samuel-Kings today
there is no mention of the oath which Saul and his warriors took before the
battle, promising to sacrifice all or a portion of their prisoners and plunder
to Yahweh. Likewise, there is no mention of a sacrifice of the prisoners and
plunder after the battle as there is in the story of Saul and the Amalekites
(1 Sam 15: 1-9) . Saul and his warriors simply " scatter [Nahash and his
warriors] so that no two of them were left together" (1 S am 11:11). Nahash
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is punished according to the law of talion (Latin: lex talionis) . What he had
intended to do to Israel was in fact done to Ammon. N ahash had hoped to
eliminate the military effectiveness of the Israelites by separating one eye
from the other. In fact, Saul destroys the military effectiveness of the
Ammonites by separating one from the other and depriving them of the
territory they had claimed for themselves.
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After the battle, Saul's supporters want to execute those who want the
warriors to be discharged and Saul to retire as a permanent chief. These
opponents try to ally Samuel against Saul, since the prophet confirmed
Saul's appointment as chief (Ishida 1977:48) . But it is Saul who magnani
mously grants his opponents a pardon: "no one shall be put to death this
day, for today the Lord has brought deliverance to Israel" (1 Sam 11:13 ) . In
other words , his actions have been vindicated by Yahweh and are a divine
sanction of Saul's leadership. Magnanimity itself is a royal prerogative
which further characterizes Saul's ultimate ambition to become a monarch.
Monarchs do not allow others to take their opponents' lives because these
opponents are perceived as divine messengers (1 Sam 11:12-13) . David ex
ercises the same royal prerogative when he refuses to have Shimei executed
for opposing his right to the throne (2 S am 16:5-12 ) .
Samuel refuses t o challenge Saul or discharge the warriors. Instead h e
assembles them a t Gilgal, which is a sacred center of early Israel. I t i s here
in Joshua that the Hebrews enter the promised land and it is here that they
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designate Joshua to lead them (Josh 3-5 ) . Consequently, Samuel goes to
Gilgal to reconfirm the covenant which j oins the villages into a tribe and
to continue Saul as its chief (1 Sam 11: 14-15) . The crisis is resolved. S aul
is accepted as chief, and the opposing voices , for now, are stilled.
The use of words like "king" and "kingdom" in this story of Saul shows
how later tellers considered the deliverance of J abesh-Gilead a turning point
in the career of Saul and in the evolution of Israel from a tribe to a state.
For them, Samuel is not simply celebrating Yahweh's deliverance of the
people from their enemies but is proclaiming Israel a state and acclaiming
Saul a king (Halpern 198la:l30, 134) . In their judgment, Saul's victory
allowed him to extend his leadership from Benj amin to the hills of Ephraim
to the north (Edelman 1984: 204 ) , and S amuel' s celebration at Gilgal was,
in effect, Saul's coronation.
In reality, however, Israel in Saul's time was not yet formally a state.
There was still no centralized administrative bureaucracy, no national
cultic center and priesthood, and the roles of prophet, priest, and monarch
were still not clearly defined. The covenant which united the villages into
a tribe was in continual danger of dissolution. Plus, Saul himself was in
danger of being supplanted by another chief who was able to marshal more
support for his rule (1 Sam 15:28; 16:1; 18:7) . Because of this, Saul was
Israel's last great chief, David its first real king (Edelman 1984:208) .
The stories o f Saul, like the one told b y the people o f Jabesh-Gilead,
graphically demonstrate the many crises in which a chief can be selected
and the ease with which his tribe can be supplanted or destroyed. The social
institution of the chief was not only a practical strategy for protecting the
villages in early Israel. It was an important theological statement for eman
cipated slaves. It was their way of remembering that only Yahweh can feed
and protect Israel. For these idealists, states ruled by absolute monarchs
and protected by standing armies were houses of slaves whose people had
too much confidence in themselves and too little faith in God. For a remark
able period of almost 250 years these Israelite villages maintained their
commitment to a society without monarchs , without soldiers, and without
slaves. Then they had to choose between accepting a monarch and becom
ing a state or facing complete annihilation. It was a difficult choice with
which Israel was never completely satisfied.

8
The Legal Guardian

I

n the world of the Bible, households designated
their " heir" or "son" or "firstborn" (1::!1, ben) either by birth or achievement
(Talmon 1980: 247; Weber 1952 ) . In this way the social order of the village
and the principles of power and authority were perpetuated (Pitt-Rivers
1977:119) . Households in the villages of early Israel were patrilineal. Patri
lineal households choose heirs only from the father's side; matrilineal house
holds only from the mother' s side; cognate households from either side. In
matrilineal households it is the mother who owns the land, because it is the
mother who bears the children who cares for the land. Members of the
household receive their legal identity and economic standing in the village
on the basis of the household of their mother, not their father.
Fathers used primogeniture or birth order to designate an heir in order
to achieve stability for their households. By designating the first male born
as the heir they reduced competition between the other men and women in
the household. Inheritance by birth passed first to the sons of the mother
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of the household, then to other wives or concubines, and finally to those
sons who may have been borne by slaves. According to the custom of
primogeniture, the firstborn generally received a double portion of their
father's inheritance (MAL B : l , Pritchard ANET 1969: 185; Thompson and
Thompson 1968:93-94 ; Brichto 1973:16) . But as is clear from the stories of
Isaac and Rebekah in G enesis (Gen 27:1-45) , the Code of Hammurabi, and
even the Iliad of Homer from western Mediterranean culture, primogeniture
alone never exclusively determined who became the heir. Regardless of
their birth order and the status of their mothers, sons and daughters had
no rights other than those granted to them by the father of the household.
Fathers designated heirs on the basis of achievement when they needed
to adapt their households to sudden change (Sarbin and Allen 1985 ) . For
example, when the first male born could not meet the challenges of protect
ing and providing for the land and children of the household, a stronger
and more competent heir could be designated (McKenzie 1959:523-27) .
Increases in population, war, and environmental catastrophe all encour
aged achievers to take over their households . The ability to designate an
heir on the basis of achievement was a basic component for social survival,
especially in a fragile or unstable environment like the hills where the first
Hebrew villages appeared (Salzman 1980 : 6 ; Swidler 1972:69-75 ) .

Households Without an Heir
When the father died without designating an heir, the tribe appointed a
legal guardian to look after the household. The tribe could not interfere in
the internal affairs of a household unless these two conditions were fulfilled:
the father of the household must have died and the household had no son
(Deut 25:5). Most English translations render the word for this legal guard
ian or executor (C:l\ ya"flam; �n��. go 'el; Latin: Ievir) as "brother-in-law" or
"redeemer. " Provisions for the appointment of legal guardians are found
throughout the ancient Near East. For example, the Hittite Code, art. 193,
which represents a legal tradition in the Empire of Hatti between 1450-1200
BCE, establishes similar provisions for the appointment of a legal guardian
(Matthews and Benj amin 199lb: 71 ) , as those found in Genesis (Gen 38:1-30) ,
Leviticus (Lev 25:25-38) , Deuteronomy (Deut 25:5-10) , Ruth (Ruth 3:14:22), and Jeremiah (Jer 32:6-44) . The social institutions and legal vocabu
lary in these texts are comparable, but not identical (Sasson 1989:119-36;
Benj amin 1983:222-36, 302-5; Rowley 1965: 184; Burrows 1940:448; Beattie
1974:256, 266; Thompson and Thompson 1968:97-98; Westbrook 1991 [1977] :
74, 79-80) . In some cases, for example, the guardian is delegated to take
over only the land of the household, whereas in others he must father an
heir with the widow as well. But all of the guardians represent the larger
interests of the tribe in ensuring that a leaderless household does not lose
the ability to feed and protect its members . To accomplish this end, tribes
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made use of only some of the components of the following protocol, each of
which targets specific needs in the rehabilitation of a household.

Prior Commitment
Deuteronomy stipulates that the guardian must be a brother (Deut 25:5) .
A brother was not just someone related to the father of the household, but
someone who had an existing connection or prior commitment (;ipir, ziqah)
with the household he would assume (Kalmin 1992: vol. 4, 296-97; m.
Yebam 3:9; b. Yebam 26a) . The title "brother" also indicated that the
guardian was someone officially designated by the tribe to take over the
household temporarily. He could not be a complete outsider, or simply a
strong man acting on his own authority and anxious to expand his re
sources. By requiring both a prior commitment and an official delegation,
the tribe guaranteed that the tribe's involvement in the crippled household
would be a friendly and not a hostile takeover. The guardian was to restore
the political, economic, and legal status of the household, rather than
assimilate it into his own.

Common Domicile
Deuteronomy also requires that the legal guardian must " dwell . . .
together" with the household he is assuming (Deut 25: 5) . By delegating only
someone with the same domicile as the testator to take over responsibility
for his household, the tribe prevented the guardian from becoming an
absentee landlord. And only a legal guardian from the same village as the
intestate household would have the necessary political and economic rela
tionships in place to make it prosper. Finally, a common domicile also
guaranteed that the elders of the village could supervise the guardian, thus
reducing the possibility of mismanagement.

Protect and Provide for Household
The guardian assumed responsibility for both the land and the children
of the household (Sasson 1979: 136-40 ) . With the resources of his own
household , he was to feed and protect the household for which he was legal
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guardian. And although its liabilities were generally greater than its assets,
he did enjoy the usufruct of the property and people of the household as long
as there was no heir. He could keep any profit realized while he was guardian.

Father an Heir
While rebuilding the ability of the household to work its land and tend
its herds for which it was responsible to the village, the guardian was also
to have intercourse with the widow until she had a son. He did not marry
the mother of the household, he simply carried out the physical and eco
nomic commitments which her husband had failed to complete before his
death (Lev 18: 16; 20: 21) . The guardian was authorized to care for her only
until she had an heir, and the household could once again care for its own
land and children.

Return Household to its Heir
When the tribe turned a household over to a legal guardian, it expected
him to return the household to the control of its heir in no more than seven
years (Lev 25:25-28) . Particularly vibrant households may have been able
to recover their independence from a guardian as soon as an heir was born
and adopted, thus within a year or two of the death of its fa ther. In such
cases the mother of the household would have functioned legally as the
trustee for her infant son until he was mature enough to assume the
day-to-day responsibilities of running the household himself (Sasson 1989:
139) . But more often guardians would have had to administer the house
holds assigned to their care for some years. Thus it was up to the guardian
to determine when to turn the household over to the heir.
Since the guardian was given the authority to decide when to grant a
household independence, an unscrupulous guardian could deprive a house-
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hold of its income (Gen 38: 1-11) . In such cases , the wife could take legal
action to remove the guardian. For example, she could file a complaint
before the elders in the village assembly, who then subpoenaed the guardian
and attempted to mediate a settlement. If the guardian remained intransi
gent, the widow could impeach him by removing his sandal, spitting in his
face, and declaring : "This is what is done to the man who does not build
up his brother ' s house" (Deut 25:9) . Only in Ruth (Ruth 4:9) does the
guardian himself issue a quit claim and refuse to take up his obligation to
redeem the land and marry the widow by removing his own sandal (West
brook 1991 [1977] :83-85; Levine 1992:83) .
Sandals (l:l,'?!JJ, na 'aliiyim) are simply leather soles fastened to the feet by
thongs drawn between the toes and tied around the wearer' s ankles . They
were the ordinary footwear in the ancient Near East, but they were also a
very symbolic item of clothing, especially in the relationship between the
widow and her legal guardian (Leach 1984) .
In the world of the Bible, land was purchased not by the acre but rather
by the hour. Buyers paid for whatever size triangle of land they could walk
off in an hour, a day, a week, or a month (1 Kgs 21:16-17) . They surveyed
land in triangles, constructed a bench mark with a cairn of fieldstones or an
altar at each point of the triangle to serve as a boundary marker. To increase
the speed of their surveys, buyers wore sandals. Since they walked off the
land in sandals, the sandals became the movable title to that land. And they
became the uniform which distinguished a landowner (pace McKenzie 1965) .
B y removing the sandals o f her guardian (Deut 25: 5-10; Ruth 4:7), a widow
removed his authorization to administer the land of her household (Lev 27: 10,
33; Job 15:31; 20: 18; 28: 17; Pope 1965: 119). In this gesture the sandal is a
land title (Carmichael 1977: 324; Gordis 1974: 451; Burrows 1940 : 451) .
But in the Bible the sandal is also a symbol of the woman herself, which
has been placed on the foot of her guardian (Carmichael 1977:321-36) .
Therefore, b y removing her guardian' s sandal the widow was not only
removing his authority over her deceased husband's land but also his
authority to have intercourse with her until she had a child (Isa 5:8; Mic
2:2; Daube 1947:43-45 ) . Removing the sandal of the legal guardian enacts
coitus interruptus , where the sandal is a euphemism for her vagina, the foot
of the guardian is a euphemism fo r his penis (Gaster 1975: vol. 2, 449-50) .

The Legal Guardian in the Story of
Tamar and Judah (Gen 38:1-30)
The story of Tamar and Judah in Genesis (Gen 38:1-30) revolves around
the legal guardian. Will the tribe of Judah fulfill its obligation to support
Tamar and provide an heir for her deceased husband Er, who died childless
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(Deut 25:5-10 ; Ruth 4:1-12; MAL 30 , 33, 43 , 45) ? Unless it provides her with
a guardian, the household of Er will not be able to hold on to its properties
while maintaining a balanced distribution within the household and at
tempting steadily to increase its population. The elements of the protocol
for the appointment of the legal guardian and the maintenance of proper
inheritance patterns appear throughout the story. The story begins by
explaining the crisis of premature death which triggers a pattern of obliga
tion within the household of the dead man. What is at stake here is both
the maintenance of his honor, defined as "raising up his name" (crd, sem) ,
and the continuity of inheritance; this will insure that the land remains
within the household and will prevent conflict within the household.
The stories of Joseph (Gen 37:1-Exod 1 : 6 ) , within which the story of
Tamar and Judah is found, are as coherent as a modern short story or novel.
Each episode in the plot depends on those which precede it and prepares
the audience for those that follow. The story of Tamar and Judah (Gen
38:1-30 ) , however, is an exception (von Rad 1961:351) . It intrudes into the
stories of Joseph (Gen 37:2-Exod 1:6). Artistically, the story of Tamar and
Judah expands the reference to Judah who saves Joseph' s life by selling him
as a slave instead of letting the other brothers murder him (Gen 37:25-36) ,
and allows Joseph t o disappear completely fo r a time just a s h e disappeared
from the father and the brothers (von Rad 1961:352) . The story of Tamar
and Judah is also inserted here as a reward for Judah for delivering the life
of Joseph and protecting his brothers from murder. In return for delivering
the lives of his brothers , Tamar delivers the household of Judah from
extinction and protects Judah from illegally sentencing her to death. Stories
with an eye for an eye and tooth for a tooth or talion motif were popular
in the ancient Near East.
The story of Tamar and Judah is an ancestor story that celebrates Tamar
for her courage in preserving her household from extinction. Tamar's virtue
is a willingness to become a liminal woman (Latin: limen) . She acts above
and beyond the call of duty in order to give birth to a child (Niditch
1979:143-49 ) . Tamar, not Judah, is the protagonist in the story. Only Tamar
moves from sterility to fertility, from shame to honor. Although Judah is a
man without a household at the beginning of the story and a man with a
household at the end, it is Tamar, not Judah, who acts to accomplish the
movement.
In some ancestor stories the crisis is allowed to develop through more
than one episode. In each episode the protagonist acts to achieve a goal and
is successfully blocked by the antagonist. For example, in the first episode
of the story of Tamar and Judah, Tamar marries but Judah' s son leaves her
childless. Then, in the second episode , the tribe appoints another son as her
guardian but he defrauds her, and Judah himself shuns her (Gen 38:1-11 ) .
I n the third episode Tamar successfully conceives a child with Judah him
self, but he still does not recognize her as the mother of his heir (Gen
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38:12-23) . In each episode she acts to preserve her husband' s household
from extinction and is prevented from doing so.
The storyteller' s observation that "Er, Judah ' s firstborn, was wicked in
the sight of the LORD; and the LORD put him to death" (Gen 38:7) seems to
portray Yahweh as savage or barbaric. In the world of the Bible, however,
the observation carried different connotations. Yahweh was all powerful.
Anything which happened, good or bad, happened only because Yahweh
decreed it. Yahweh was the cause of everything, a world view called "pri
mary causality. " This world view is not the result of ignorance , but of
choice. Villagers in early Israel knew that death was the result of accident,
widespread disease, or epidemic, but they chose to attribute it to Yahweh.
Yahweh was almighty, the master of all life and death. No one died except
by the decree of Yahweh. An unexplained or untimely death was always
considered a sentence.
Initially, when Judah' s son Er dies, there is no question that Onan, Er' s
brother, should become Tamar's legal guardian. The tribe expected Onan
to have a child with Tamar and thus produce an heir for his brother Er
(Sasson 1979 : 132) . However, Onan realizes that if Tamar remains childless
while he appears to be carrying out his obligations as her guardian, then
he and his brother Shelah will divide Judah' s inheritance two ways rather
than three. Onan is guilty neither of masturbation, nor of uncharitableness
(pace von Rad 1961:353 ) , but of social injustice. In Ruth, the "next of kin"
declines to accept the responsibility for Ruth "lest I impair my own inheri
tance" (Ruth 4 : 6 ) . He is faced with having to provide fo r the household of
Elimelech, a strain on the guardian' s household, which may or may not be
offset by the usufruct of Elimelech' s estate (E. Davies 198la; 1983: 231; S asson
1989: 135-36) . Onan, on the other hand, publicly accepts the responsibility
and then defrauds Tamar while continuing to enj oy the usufruct of her
property.
The result of Orran's calculations is his decision to practice coitus inter
ruptus: "he spilled his semen on the ground" (Gen 38:9). Ostensibly, he
fulfills his responsibility as guardian. In fact, he is sentencing Tamar to
death as a widow without a husband or a child. He is also denying his
deceased brother his right to have his name or inheritance preserved (West
brook 1991:75-76; E. Davies 1983:233) . Tamar cannot charge Onan befo re
the village assembly for his crime because there are no witnesses. Like Job,
she has no one to hear her case (Job 31:35). But the very hopelessness of her
situation becomes her deliverance. Like all widows, orphans, and strangers,
she enj oys the privileges of Yahweh' s personal protection (Deut 24:17-22) .
Unable to be delivered by the village assembly, she is delivered by the divine
assembly. For his violation of custom and this dishonorable act against his
deceased brother, the storytellers consider the unexplained death of Onan
as a divine sentence.
While the death of Onan delivers Tamar from his control it also indicts
her as a femme fatale, a woman who lures the men who have intercourse
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with her to their death (Prov 2 : 16; 6:24 ) . This motif also appears in Tobit,
popular among Greek-speaking Jews in Alexandria, Egypt (Tobit 3 : 7-17).
Consequently, like all the innocent who are falsely accused in folk stories
worldwide , Tamar becomes a banished woman (Thompson 1977:120-25 ) .
Now Shelah becomes Tamar' s guardian. Because o f his youth and be
cause of Judah' s fear that he will be left without an heir himself, he tells
Tamar to wait until Shelah is physically capable of carrying out his duty to
his brother. Judah returns Tamar to the household of her parents, which
marks her with a label of shame ; once a woman has become part of her
husband' s household her ties and loyalties are then broken with the house
hold of her father (Gen 24:58). To return to her parental household suggests
that she is giving up her legal rights (Judg 19:2) , casts a legal question of
whether her marriage was originally valid (Deut 22:13-21), and lowers her
status to that of a childless widow rather than a wife in the process of
producing a heir (Hiebert 1989 : 139, n. 18) . By ordering her back to the
household of her father Judah deprives Tamar of two important legal rights
(Sasson 1989:132-33) . First, he treats her as if she is legally a widow (i1J�?�.
'almii.nah) , without a legal guardian when, in fact, she is not. Only widows
without legal guardians return to the households of their fathers or mothers
(Ruth 1:6-14) . Second, by confining her to the household of her father he
is depriving her of her freedom of movement, which is certainly the most
fascinating and legally the most powerful right of a widow (MAL 33).
Thus Judah deprives Tamar and her deceased husband of the honor due
them by endangering the possibility that she will ever produce an heir. This
danger is given tangible substance when Judah fails to send Shelah to
Tamar when he is of age. Again Tamar has no legal recourse to the village
assembly. Technically, Judah is fulfilling the responsibility of his tribe to
provide the household of Er with a guardian. In reality, however, he has
condemned Tamar to a social and, ultimately, physical death as a childless
widow.
Middle A:ssyrian C9de, artic; l e ·. 33
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Therefore, Tamar is forced into a manipulative deception that will ulti
mately fulfill the family' s obligation to her husband. Dressed as a sacred
woman, Tamar tricks Judah into fulfilling his responsibility as a legal
guardian and having sexual intercourse with her. The sheep-shearing,
which provided the occasion for Tamar' s ploy, was the round-up or rodeo
of ancient Israel (Gen 38:13). At the shearing , the old world of breeding and
grazing came to an end. Milk, cheese, meat, and wool were sold. Debts were
paid. Likewise, at the shearing, the new world of breeding and grazing
began. Contracts for breeding were negotiated.

Judah is not engaging in an act of sexual indiscretion with a prostitute
when he has intercourse with Tamar, he is concluding a covenant or
business contract. In order to finance the breeding and grazing expenses for
the coming year, livestock owners like Judah borrowed from sanctuaries.
Judah approaches Tamar as a sacred woman for a loan and notarizes their
agreement by having sexual intercourse with her. The reproductive ritual
pronounces a blessing of fertility on the coming year.
Tamar is meticulous and efficient in her dealings with Judah. She sets her
commission as a share of the season' s herd and collects Judah' s staff and
seal as collateral before providing him a loan. Judah on the other hand does
not even recognize that his financial patron is, in fa ct, his daughter-in-law.
This may, in part, be explained by the veil she wears (Gen 38:14) , and her
removal of her widow's garments. Judah had physically and mentally la
beled Tamar as his son's widow, and now with business on his mind perhaps
he is unable to make the connection between the woman at Enaim and his
daughter-in-law.
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Judah' s lack of competence in providing Tamar with a legal guardian is
even further displayed in the incompetence with which he negotiates with
her for the coming season. Judah recognizes his lack of good business sense
when he tries to repay the loan and the sacred woman is gone. His irre
sponsibility in negotiating and repaying the loan with the woman of Enaim
summarizes his irresponsibility to Tamar and the household of Er. Instead of
restoring the household, Judah' s actions have placed it in greater j eopardy.
The climax of the ancestor story is recognized when the antagonist does
not just keep the protagonist from reaching her goal, but attempts to take
her life and completely destroy her ability to ever reach her goal. The climax
announces that this is the protagonist's last chance when Tamar formally
announces her pregnancy and Judah does not recognize her (Gen 38:24-25) .
Judah, who has retained his legal control over her despite having sent
her back to the household of her father, charges Tamar with adultery and
sentences her to be burned to death (Hiebert 1989: 129-30). The basis for this
sentence is that she has shamed the household of Er by her actions (Bird
1989:77-78) .
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((;en 38:24�2$, �uth�rcs� t�a11.stati()n)

Abo ut t� ree 1Tto11ths••. lat�rJ t1<f �ll Y(�� .te>l�; ' 'Your 4a11 g�t�r-:in
.
law Jam a r ha� pl�yed the V{�or�;
moreover. she. i s . p.regnctnt as.• a
result of whoredoml'

·

·

And Judah · said, 'firing her out, a.ncl l et flerJ>e burned�"
As ·. she . Y(as . be in� IJroug�.fo�t, �he ���(Y(�rd t�. ��r fat�er-in
law, �'It w�s t�� f)Wner. C) f thes.� Yl·ljo ma�e Ill.� � t'egnant.. �.. �
[T] hese are . [your]. signet '1"4 x �• • cord and.·• • . staff.u
.

.

Tamar is able to save her life, however, by producing Judah's staff and
seal and proving that he is the father of her twins. Judah' s acknowledgment
of Tamar' s innocence accomplishes two things. First, it fulfills Judah' s legal
obligation as the guardian of Er' s household. Second, it restores Tamar's
honor as a wife whose concern fo r Er' s inheritance has driven her to take
extraordinary measures to secure that inheritance (Niditch 1979: 147 ) .
While there is seldom more than one episode i n the climax of a n ancestor
story, its denouement or conclusion, like its crisis , often has several epi
sodes. Each demonstrates the protagonist taking possession of her goals. In
the first episode of the story of Tamar and Judah, Tamar formally sues Judah
for recognition and he publicly acknowledges her as the mother of his heir
(Gen 38:25-26) . In the second, she gives birth to twins. She celebrates their
birth with a hymn reflecting their adoption by Judah.
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As in the stories of Adam and Eve (Gen 2:21-24 ; 4 : 1-2) , and the stories of
Lot and his Daughters (Gen 19:30-38) , the birth of twins here signifies the
beginning of a new world in which fertility is abundant. For every preg
nancy there are two births. As in the stories of Cain and Abel, the twin motif
here reflects the belief of the ancient world that sibling rivalry is the root
of all evil. Onan's refusal to complete his legal obligation had lead to his
death, and yet, ironically, Tamar had produced a heir for both Er and Onan
(Westbrook 1991 [1977] : 82) .
The protocol for the legal guardian is an interesting example of the
priority of the community over the individual in the world of the Bible
(Campbell 1975:132-33) . Although the individual father was dead, his legal
right to land and children remained intact. And even though the individual
guardian had land and children of his own, the household of another
became his responsibility. One individual' s life span was extended, another' s
was compromised for the g o o d o f the household (Abrahams 1973: 167) .

9
The Elder

T

he distributiou of power in Hebrew villages fol
lowed a pattern standard in traditional societies where it was not personal
charisma, virtue, or ambition, but the public responsibility of a group to
feed and to protect its members. Every political system starts by stratifying
or dividing the community into groups with specific tasks and recognized
leaders (Adams 1977: 388; Bloch 1973:76) . Villages in many traditional soci
eties use gift giving to rank their households. The protocol of gift giving
controlled both the value of the gift itself and how these gifts were ex
changed (Van Baal 1975 :50) . Reciprocity dictated that only goods or services
of equal value could change hands (Radcliffe-Brown 1948: 84) . Nonetheless,
each household had the opportunity to benefit by the exchange (Barth
1981:38). Strategy thus came into play which attempted to determine a
favorable outcome for one household while at the same time maintaining
parity or dominance over others (Sahlins 1968:9) . The actual gifts ex
changed in any transaction became politically important depending upon
who gave and who received them. Reciprocity shifted from parity to part
nership as households recognized that the objects were less important than
their social relationships (Feil 1988: 105) .
Households gave gifts to determine who were their friends and who were
their enemies. The fundamental relationship between one household and
the other displayed either amity or opposition (Fortes 1969:251 ) . If there was
amity, the households were allies or covenant partners who had a common
self-interest (Pitt-Rivers 1975 : 90) . Sometimes covenant partners were equals
but in most cases one was dominant, or a patron, and the other was
subservient or a client. Equals exhibited different attitudes toward each
other than did patrons and clients. If there was opposition, the households
were enemies whose self-interests were mutually exclusive.
As the divisions between households in a village stabilized, gift giving was
replaced by law (Wolf 1966:10-12) . Law perpetuated the power of certain
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households over others. Households whose actions violated the law were
shamed while those most closely in tune with the law were honored (Dentler
and Erikson 1984:91). While law stabilized a particular division of the village
into patrons and clients, it also sowed the seeds of oppression and economic
exploitation (Landsberger 1973:29-30) . By limiting access to leadership po
sitions and setting policy which did not always meet current needs, law
often established a ruling elite who oppressed the people they were ap
pointed to serve (Lees 1979:270) . When the level of amity or the societal
constraints which made amity desirable were weakened, compensatory
services by the elite classes were reduced and tyranny occurred (Pitt-Rivers
1975:96-97; Gottwald 1985:539). To administer the law and control tyranny
and oppression early Israel used a village assembly.

Village Assembly
The fathers of the households in the village who were patrons served as
its leaders or elders (t:PJpT, z eqenim; Ruth 4:2; Prov 31:23; Reviv 1989: 11) .
They derived their authority from the confidence placed in them by the
villagers who recognized the wealth of experience they held and its value
to the community (Seeden and Kaddour 1984:502 ) . The elders served as an
assembly upholding the civil rights of the members of the village and
protecting the rights of those dwelling there without a household such as
the widow, the orphan, and the alien (Weinfeld 1977:81; Bellefontaine 1987:
53; Irons 1971: 149) .
Government by assembly transcended any one time period in the ancient
Near East. Even when great states began to appear, government by assem
bly remained both an important social ideal and an important social insti
tution in the ancient world. Villages and cities continued to resolve civil
and criminal cases by assembly. Similarly, elders continued to function even
after more centralized political systems replaced the village in ancient Israel
(Salmon 1968:417) . Generally, however, as in the case of the seventy elders
in Exodus (Exod 24:1) and those present at the dedication of Solomon's
Temple (1 Kgs 8:1), elders in a state were overshadowed by other officials
(Reviv 1989:9, 21) . The elders represented their villages at significant state
events, but h ave little real power to effect change themselves.
In cities, the gates served as court houses where the assembly met (Deut
21:18-21; 22:13-21; 22:23-27) . In villages, the assembly convened in the
open-air setting of the threshing floors, where grain was processed. There
were practical as well as symbolic reasons for using gates and threshing
floors as meeting places. The two sides of the main gate which faced one
another created bays or areas enclosed on three sides which were used by
cities for public meetings and trials. Anyone with a grievance came to the
main gate to seek judicial recourse. Plaintiffs initiated proceedings by going
to the gate and impaneling a jury of elders to review their course of action
(Ruth 4 : 1-2; 1 Sam 16:4; Jer 26) . Standing at the gate when people were on
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their way to work in the fields outside the walls, the plaintiff shouted:
"Justice! " When ten citizens had been impaneled to hear the case, they
adjourned to one of the bays in the gate to deliberate. Locating the city ' s
judicial system a t the gate n o t only gave the plaintiff access t o a j ury pool,
but also kept the trial open. Since the deliberations took place in front of
the steady flow of people coming and going through the gate, the occasion
for bribery and other manipulations of the judicial system were reduced
(Exod 23:8; Amos 5 :10-12) .
Gates and threshing floors also marked the frontiers between the divine
plane and the human plane. They were thresholds which separated the
cosmos inside the city or village from the chaos beyond. The village assem
bly was responsible fo r determining who belonged to the city or village.
Members of households accused of anti-social behavior were brought to this
frontier between cosmos and chaos to determine if the accused were to be
reinstated or exiled. Defendants convicted of the charges leveled a gitinst
them were consigned to chaos beyond the gate or threshing floor at the
outskirts of the city or village.
There were no permanent officials for the assembly. Sometimes members
functioned as legislators or judges; at other times, they were prosecutors
(Jer 37:1-21; 42:1-43:7) , defense attorneys (Jer 7:16-34; 27: 1-22 ; Ezek 14:
12-23; Amos 7 : 1-9) , and witnesses (Gen 23:10, 18) . Not every resident could
appeal to and serve on the assembly. In the world of the Bible, only certain
males were able to marry, own land, appear in a sanctuary, bear arms, and
administer justice. In general, women, children, slaves, and resident aliens
(13, ger) did not enjoy these rights.
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Although plaintiffs could convene an assembly at anytime, the standard
time of the day for a meeting was at daybreak. As a practical matter, the
greatest number of citizens came and went on their way to work at dawn
(Ps 104:22-23 ) . But daybreak was also important because of the connection
between the sun and the administration of justice in the ancient world. Ra
in Egypt and Shamash in Mesopotamia were both gods of the sun and gods
of justice.
City and village assemblies did not have police power to enforce their
decisions. Like the litigants in Job , members of the assembly deliberated
until they reached a consensus. All of the participants , not just a simple
majority, needed to be satisfied enough with the decision to observe it.
Assemblies did not simply lack the power to enforce a decision supported
by a simple maj ority. For them, a consensus, voluntarily observed by all the
parties involved, was an important safeguard to their understanding that
only the power of the divine assembly and not the power of the village
assembly or its police was absolute. Furthermore, those who served on the
assemblies did not understand themselves as administering a universal code
of law, but as advocating the rights of those who came before them. It was
not their responsibility to punish those who violated a law, as much as it
was to help plaintiffs secure their rights to land and children.

Divine Assembly
Government by assembly was such a cherished ideal in the world of the
Bible that Israel used it as a metaphor to talk about Yahweh. If villages
submitted all their important decisions to the assembly certainly Yahweh
must do the same (Kramer 1956:71-96) . A divine assembly appears in the
literature of Egypt, Mesopotamia, Syria-Palestine, and ancient Israel (i11l',
'egah, Ps 82:1; 1?71�, mo 'eg, Isa 14:13; 'mp, qiihiil, Ps 89: 6 MT [ET v. 7] ; 110,
sag, Job 15:8; Jer 23:18). The protocol for meetings of a divine assembly
appears in the Enuma Blish story from Babylon and the prophetic literature
in the Bible. Following his successful battle with Tiamat in the Enuma Blish
story, for example, Marduk convenes a divine assembly to discuss the
aftermath of Tiamat' s conspiracy and to create the people primeval (Enuma
vi 23-43; Jacobsen 1949: 156) .
The divine assembly was made up of the citizens of the divine plane who
were caretakers of the cosmos. These included, among others, the moon,
the stars, and the planets. Prophets were regular participants as well (Amos
7-9 ) . To these caretakers fell the responsibility both for the creation of the
cosmos and for its maintenance.
Generally, the divine assembly met on a sacred mountain which served
as a link between the divine plane, or the heavens, and the human plane,
or the earth. Among mountains designated in the Bible and its parallels are
Saphon in today' s Syria and Babylon in today's Iraq. Many traditions
associated with these mountains are used to celebrate biblical sites like

THE ELDER

125

Moriah, Zion, and Bethel. For example, in the story of Jacob's Ladder in
Genesis (Gen 28:10-22) , the ancestor does not actually see a ladder, but the
Esagila, the ziggurat or great stepped-platform which the members of the
divine assembly used to enter and leave Babylon. The Babylonians con
structed ziggurats as liturgical mountains for the divine assembly. The Book
of Genesis (Gen 11:1-9) satirizes the same ziggurat as the Tower of Babel.
The story of Jacob' s Ladder confers the status of the Gate of God (Akkadian:
bab il( im) in Mesopotamia on the House of God ('n�·rii ::i. , bet- 'el) in Syria
Palestine. Annually the divine assembly convened to renew covenants
during elaborate liturgies at sanctuaries atop these sacred mountains.
On special occasions, the divine assembly would also meet at the thresh
ing floor. In Samuel-Kings (1 Kgs 22:1-40), the monarchs and prophets of
Israel and Judah meet on the threshing floor at the city gate to discern
whether or not the divine assembly has authorized them to go to war
against Aram. In this instance , the prophet Micaiah ' s vision of the divine
assembly supersedes and corrects that of the 400 court prophets of Ahab
and Jehoshaphat. The cognitive dissonance which results highlights the
difficulties of interpreting the decisions of the divine assembly when political
considerations intervene (Isa 7 : 3-25; Jer 28) .

Pantheon, Angels, and Trinity
Today the divine assembly of the ancient Near East is often compared with
the Greek pantheon or the Christian understanding of angels and the
Trinity. To a certain extent these comparisons can be helpful, but at the
same time they often distort the significance of the divine assembly.
The Greek pantheon in the Iliad and the Odyssey of Homer reflects the
world view of western Mediterranean cultures . Until 333 BCE when Alexan
der the Great conquered the ancient Near East, this world view was quite
different from that in eastern Mediterranean cultures like ancient Israel.
The members of both the pantheon and the assembly are divine, and both
are involved with human affairs. However, the sexual and political exploits
of the pantheon are not at all characteristic of the more sober undertakings
of the divine assembly.
Angels are heavenly helper figures in religious thinking today and certain
members of the divine assembly do help humans from time to time. But
angels are subordinate members of the heavenly community, whereas the
members of the divine assembly have the primary responsibility for both
the heavens and the earth.
The Christian Trinity is, like the assembly, a divine community. But the
doctrine of the Trinity is a meticulously worded teaching , which reflects an
agonizing struggle between 100 and 300 CE to reconcile Christian preaching
with Greek philosophy. The divine assembly, on the other hand, is a product
neither of Christian preaching nor Greek ways of thinking. It reflects the
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efforts of eastern Mediterranean cultures from 3000 BCE onward to under
stand the world in which they lived.

Monotheism and the Divine Assembly
Thinking of Yahweh as a member of a divine assembly was not primitive,
ignorant, or heretical. In some ways the tradition of a divine assembly
offered the Hebrews advantages which the doctrine of monotheism in Juda
ism, Christianity, and Islam today does not. For example, understanding
Yahweh as a member of a divine assembly emphasized the importance
which Israel and all traditional people place on community. Monotheism,
on the other hand, may unnecessarily contribute to an unhealthy under
standing of God as the ultimate private person, living in splendid isolation.
Likewise, talking about Yahweh as a member of a divine assembly allowed
Israel to develop a wider variety of meditations on divine characteristics.
Monotheism often limits our understanding of God to being powerful. And
finally, from the point of view of learning about God, the human mind must
subdivide in order to understand. Strict monotheism can frustrate the
human ability to know God better.

The Elder in a Teaching on Breach of
Covenant (Deut 22:13-21)
A teaching on breach of covenant in Deuteronomy (Deut 22:13-21) dem
onstrates one of the many roles of the elder as a member of the village
assembly. The judicial system in both villages and cities governed by assem
bly developed a literary genre called "teachings " or "legal instructions . "
Assemblies use legal instructions t o accomplish several things, but espe
cially to introduce the households in a village to their public responsibilities
in a subsistence economy. Each household is taught an elaborate process
of arbitration to maintain its own independence and to prevent its disputes
with other households from endangering the village as a whole. The arbi
tration takes place in an assembly which meets at the threshing floor of a
village or at the gate of a city.
Legal instructions are made up of citations from codes of law and com
mentaries. The citations may be direct or paraphrased. The commentaries
contain definitions of technical terms (Deut 25:5) , explanations of legal
procedures (Deut 19: 4-13) , examples of testimony (Deut 21:7-8) , specifica
tions (Deut 13: 14) , and parenesis, which offers motivations for carrying out
the requirements of the law (Deut 6:10-19) . The integrity of the village or
city rests on the willingness of its citizens to support the legal system and
to settle disputes through arbitration rather than force or violence (Deut
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5: 17-20) . By acknowledging their need for one another through this style
of legal justice, they guarantee the solidarity of the community.
Today the teaching on breach of covenant (Deut 22:13-21) can seem both
barbaric and sexist. But a more careful social-scientific reading uncovers a
social world which is both socially sensitive and legally sophisticated. Not
even the conditions under which an execution may be carried out reflect
the use of brute force. The rights and responsibilities of each household
affected by the incident and the indictment are safeguarded.
The litigants in the teaching are two households whose covenant with
one another has been ratified by marriage. The man or husband represents
one household, the woman or wife-with her father and mother-represent
another. The elders must investigate, evaluate, and rule on the merit of the
case and prevent the dispute from damaging the ability of the entire village
to feed and protect all its households. The question before the elders is not
simply slander or sexual promiscuity but a breach of covenant which
threatens the established distribution of power in the village.
Today, the sexual activity involved in intercourse, rape, marriage, adul
tery, and divorce is not considered an economic or diplomatic issue. S exual
activity is part of an individual' s personal or private life. But in the world
of the Bible, sexual activity is more public than private. The significance of
sexual activity is its impact on the political stability of the community as a
whole. Human fertility and sexual activity are not only an index of the
political health of the village, they control it. Certainly there was as much
individual tenderness, emotion, and love in sexual activity then as now, but
this teaching on breach of covenant reveals more about covenant liability
than alienation of affection.
As a literary genre , legal instructions reflect the decentralized character
of village life. Law, on the other hand, is the authoritative genre of a state.
Teaching is the educational or persuasive genre of a village. It does not give
orders, it explains. Here the teaching explains not only what a father and
mother can do to defend their household against a husband who attempts
to break his covenant, but also what a husband can do to defend his
household against a mother and father trying to defraud it. It also offers
the other households motivation to preserve the distribution of power in
the village.
A marriage is legal only when the man's household pays its bride-price
(i:i�. mohar) and the woman' s household pays its dowry (1:.n, zef2eq) during
eight days of wedding celebration which conclude when the man and the
woman officially have sexual intercourse as husband and wife for the first
time. Each requirement of the protocol must be met before the covenant
falls under the jurisdiction of the village elders.
A dowry is the capital which a woman' s household invests in the house
hold of her husband (Gen 31:14-15; 1 Kgs 9:16) . The dowry transfers the bride's
share of her inheritance from the household of her father to the children
which she and her husband will have (Goody 1973, 1976; Roth 1989:249;
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Schneider 1987:410) . At Nuzi, the dowry remained the bride's property in
case of divorce, or until the birth of children (Grosz 1983: 200-203) .
A bride-price is the capital which a man's household invests in a woman's
household in order to make a future gain in land and children (Goody and
Tambieh 1973:5; Schlegel 1991: 720 ) . Like the dowry, the bride-price may be
paid in either goods or services (Gen 29:16-22; Schlegel 1991: 720 ) . If the
bride-price is equal to the dowry, there is economic parity between the
households of the bride and the groom. Households will only pay greater
bride-prices or dowries when they wish to improve their social status by the
marriage (Grosz 1983: 205) .
The transfer of the dowry and the bride-price is officially witnessed by the
elders and other wedding guests. The length of the ceremony reflects the
time assigned for the creation of a new world. In the story of the Heavens
and the Earth (Gen l : l-2 : 4a) , Yahweh labors for six days and rests on the
seventh. In the wedding ritual, the two parental households labor for seven
days, and rest on the eighth day when husband and wife of the newly
created household have sexual intercourse.
In a teaching on a breach of covenant from Deuteronomy, the covenant
between two households is both official and ratified. The man has married
the woman and he has gone in to her. Nonetheless , he takes legal steps to
abrogate it. For whatever reason, he dislikes his bride after the marriage
has been consummated . So he shames her. On behalf of his household, the
husband alleges: "I married this woman; but when I lay with her, I did not
find evidence of her virginity" (Deut 22: 13) . Literally, the social principle
involved here is one of honor, that of the household of the bride and that
of the husband (Bird 1989: 77) . The measure of this honor is the evidence
of virginity on the part of the bride at the time when the marriage is
consummated.
Simple dissatisfaction with one' s bride is not a grounds for divorce. Real
proof is necessary to abrogate a covenant. The husband seeks to impose a
label of shame on his wife' s household because she is not fulfilling the
stipulations of the covenant which their marriage ratified (Scheff 1990;
Retzinger 1991) . The mother of a household who did not prepare adequate
meals, or who allowed her household to become disorderly, exposed the
household of her father to shame (Braithwaite 199l:xiii; Destro 1989 : 56) .
Nonetheless, indictments of her cooking and housekeeping were not just
reflections on her own character, they charged the household of her father
with having misrepresented the goods and services which it was ready to
provide. The teaching deals with enforced pre-marital virginity codes , fraud
charges, false witness, shared responsibility of child and parents, the role of
the elders in the determination of sufficient evidence to warrant a fine or a
death penalty, the shared participation of the community in the process of
execution, and the identification of places for legal acts to be transacted.
Productive covenants are essential in the ongoing campaign of a village
to better use its labor and land. The teaching on breach of covenant is
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certainly evidence that some households negotiated non-productive cove
nants, which , in turn, threatened the village as well as the partners . The
investment which the man' s household made in the woman's household is
not producing a return in land and children. The world of the Bible consid
ered mixing the semen of more than one man in the uterus of one woman
and mixing the seed of more than one crop in the same field a contamina
tion which made it impossible for the woman to bear a healthy child and
the field to produce a good harvest (Delaney 1988:83) . If the village is going
to survive, the covenant between these two households must be renegoti
ated or one of the households must be liquidated. The allegation which the
husband files against the household of his wife is not simply sexual prom
iscuity but fraud. The father and mother of her household misrepresented
not j ust their daughter's physical condition but all their economic assets
and liabilities. By filing suit the husband hopes to liquidate the assets of his
wife' s household and recover at least the bride-price which his household
invested. A centralized state thrives on such aggressive economic takeovers
(2 Sam 11:2-27; 13:1-22 ) , but raids like this soon destroy the delicate bal
ance of power in a decentralized village.
The maneuver of the elders in the teaching on breach of covenant is a
shrewd protocol for physical evidence. The evidence of the young woman's
virginity (r:r?m::.i, betulim; Deut 22:15) is generally assumed to be the blood
stained clothes which covered the bed on which she and her husband
consummated their marriage (Driver 1895:255; Bergman, Ringgren and
Tsevat 1975 : 342) . The father and mother are to take or impound this
physical evidence, bring it out or place it in evidence, and say or testify that
they have not defrauded their daughter' s husband. The evidence dem
onstrates both the virginity of the daughter as well as the solidity of her
household (Paige 1983: 159, 165 ) . The wife is never questioned. The physical
evidence is the sole determinant of guilt or innocence.
Physical evidence plays a significant role in trials today. In the ancient
Near East, on the other hand, judicial proceedings depended almost entirely
on testimony. By far, the majority of cases reconstructed from the Bible rely
only on oral witness. The Bible reflects a very limited use of physical
evidence. Warriors cut off the hands, the heads (Judg 7:25; 2 S am 4 : 7-8;
2 Kgs 10:7-8) , or the foreskins (1 Sam 18:25-27) of their victims as physical
evidence of their valor. And herders salvaged at least the hooves or the ear
of any animal attacked by a predator as physical evidence they themselves
had not stolen the animal and sold it (Amos 3 : 12 ) . The physical evidence in
the teaching on breach of covenant is not only unconventional, it also
seems specifically designed to catch the husband by surprise. Similarly, in
the story of Tamar and Judah (Gen 38: 1-30) , Tamar also tricks Judah out
of his seal, cord, and staff before having intercourse with him. When Judah
subsequently accuses Tamar of adultery she uses this physical evidence to
establish her innocence.
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Teach i n g on· Testifying
(Deut 1.9: 1 5)
A

single witness 'she\H f not suffice t.o · convict a person of any
crime. � r >w,r°: ngdoing ]inconnection withany offense ..that . may
be C () mmitted. Only °'11 the evidence of>two or · thr.ee witnesses
shall.· a dfarge be sus.t ained.

There is no law requiring the collection of physical evidence. Otherwise,
the husband would have known physical evidence of his wife' s virginity
existed, and he would not have charged her household with breach of
covenant in the first place . The teaching explains how to use physical
evidence to prevent the hostile takeover of one household by another (Paige
1983: 160) . The primary case in the teaching encourages households to
collect physical evidence of their daughter's virginity as insurance against
future attempts by her husband' s household to breach the marriage cove
nant (Benj amin 1983:227; Giovannini 1987:61) . In highly competitive state
economies, women were frequently victims of physical and economic vio
lence. The village traditions reflected in the teaching on breach of covenant
outlaw the use of brute force and aggression as a means of economic
growth.
If the elders find the husband guilty of perjury, they flog him (10\ yii.sar;
Deut 22: 18; Prov 19: 18 ) , place his household under an injunction not to
divorce her (Exod 21:7-11; Deut 22:19) and award the household of the wife
damages (Deut 22: 19) . Corporal punishment is a standard sentence for false
accusations of fraud throughout the ancient Near East. Flogging is the only
penalty imposed in Babylonian codes, whereas Assyrian codes impose sen
tences of both flogging and damages (Pritchard 1969: 181; MAL 7, 18) .
The disposition is serious, but short of death. Curiously, the elders do not
use the legal principle of talion, or reciprocity, to sentence the husband (CH
article 196; Exod 21:23-25; Lev 24:19-20 ) . The husband should be stoned to
death, because the stoning of his wife is the sentence which would have
been imposed on her household if found guilty of fraud. No codes of law in
the ancient Near East sentence a husband to death. Although this leniency
certainly reflects a judicial system dominated by men, sexism is not the legal
principle involved in the sentence. The wife is her household' s legal title to
the bride-price. If she is executed, her household forfeits all the goods and
services which her husband's household turned over during the wedding.
If the husband were stoned to death, his household would lose one member,
but her household would gain nothing.
If the elders find the parents guilty of fraud they sentence them to witness
the execution of their daughter (Deut 22:21) . This companion case further
emphasizes the importance for the household of a wife to collect physical
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evidence of their daughter' s virginity. Without the physical evidence to
prove otherwise, she is automatically assumed to be guilty and the social
purging mechanism comes into play (Phillips 1970 : 116; Reviv 1989 :63) .
There i s n o alternative sentencing, n o plea bargaining . She i s simply taken
to the door of her household and stoned to death. The place of her execution
signals that the true defendant in the case is the household, not simply the
accused woman (Matthews 1987:32) . Her household has dishonored itself
by covenanting a marriage without acknowledging the fact that the young
woman involved was not a virgin. Her execution at the door of her father' s
house marks this spot and this household a s frauds, open t o sanction by
the community due to breach of covenant.
Both the household of the husband in the primary case and the household
of the mother and the father in the companion case in the teaching on
breach of covenant are households in a village who would exercise the
powers of a monarch. Practically, elders do not possess the power to police
rogue households like these. And, theoretically, it would be no more con
sistent with the distribution of power in a village for the elders to exercise
such brute force than it is for these households.
The teaching reflects how carefully covenants distributed power in a
village. Elders did not create law or establish precedent. They were admin
istrators of the public trust and of the social covenant which bound the
village together. The elders were not dictators. They could not intervene to
mediate a dispute unless a covenant, which had been ratified by a legally
contracted and fully consummated marriage, was officially contested. Mon
archs relied on force to maintain political stability, but elders governed with
more subtle maneuvers. Monarchs had the power to legislate, but elders
had the responsibility to educate.

10
The Widow

I

n the villages of early Israel, most women en
j oyed the status of a daughter, a wife, or a mother. The daughter (!'l!l, ban
was entitled to the rights and privileges of her father, the wife (i1tdK, 'issdh)
to those of her husband, and the mother (CK, 'em) to those of her son
(Niditch 1979:143-49 ) . These women upheld the honor of their households
by their fidelity or sexual behavior and their fertility or ability to bear
children. Daughters who had not borne children were expected to remain
sexually inactive and to live in the households of their fathers. Wives were
expected to bear children and remain sexually active only with their hus
bands. Mothers were expected to remain sexually inactive after the deaths
of their husbands and to live with the heirs to whom they had given birth.
One sign of their change of status was the wearing of widow' s garments
(Gen 38:14, 19) . They could not remarry if their husband had died without
an heir until they had conceived an heir with their legal guardian (Ruth
4:5). If there was an heir to care for the household, however, a widow could
remarry (Baab 1962 : 842: S afrai 1974 : 787) . But such a marriage would
only have been desirable if the widow brought economic assets to her
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new husband, or maintained priestly household ties (1 Sam 25 : 39-42;
Ezek 44:22 ) .
I n ancient Israel, daughters who were sexually active outside of marriage,
wives who were sexually active with men other than their husbands, or
wives who could not bear children even though they were sexually active
only with their husbands were shamed (Gen 16: 1-4; 2 Kgs 4 : 14 ) . But curi
ously, even shamed women had a place within the village. Although they
were shamed or dishonored, at least they had social identity as " foolish
women" (Prov 7:10-20; 9:13 ; 30:16; Job 24:21) .
But there were women in the villages of Israel who did not belong to any
social class. These women were liminal. They had no status . The orphan
(cmi, yiitom), the prostitute (im, zonah) , and the widow without children
(i1J�'�· 'almiinah) were all liminal women. The word "liminal" refers to the
threshold which everyone crosses to enter and leave the house (Latin:
limen) . Liminal women were not j ust out of the house but were without a
household. They were legally homeless, without any social, political, or
economic status in the village (Sasson 1989: 123-24; Cohen 1973:76-77;
Turner 1969:94-97) . But because they had nothing, they also had nothing
to lose. Like the state which was dependent on Yahweh for land and
children, the widow could ultimately look to Yahweh for redress of injury
or oppression (Deut 1 : 10 , 21; 10:17-18; Ps 146:9; Mal 3 : 5 ) .
The Bible does n o t encourage, glorify, or romanticize orphans, prostitutes,
or widows. F or instance, widows without children or who lose their only
child have no hope for the future since they have no one to support them
(2 Sam 14:6-7; 1 Kgs 17:17-19; 2 Kgs 4:18-37; Luke 7:12) . The book of Le
viticus condemns prostitutes, and prohibits priests from marrying liminal
women, including widows (Lev 19: 29) . Although these unconventional
women were outside the rules they were precisely the people chosen by
Yahweh to perform unexpected and extraordinary tasks within the com
munity (Exod 22: 20-24) . Yahweh used the orphan, the prostitute , and
the widow to work subtle miracles (Hals 1969 : 1 6 ; Campbell 1975 : 28-29;
Scott 1989 : 187) . And that was the key to the power of these women in the
world of the Bible. Tamar, the childless widow in Genesis; Rahab, the
prostitute in Joshua; Naomi and Ruth, the widows in Ruth; Hadassah in the
book of Esther (Esther 2:7); and Judith the widow in the book of Judith are
all liminal women who go above and beyond the call of duty to deliver their
people. Without any of the resources which villages placed at the disposal
of a chief, for example , liminal women risked their lives to recover the land
and the children of the clans who told their stories. The widow was the
social institution which stood between the exploiters and the exploited in
the world of the Bible (Isa 47:8-9; Lam 1 : 1-2; 5:3; Thurston 1985:280) . Since
she could suffer no loss she could afford to be uncompromising in her
legal perseverance to recover the land and children of the exploited (Ben
j amin 1990) .
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The Widow in the Dead Sea Scrolls
Near the end of the Second War Between Judah and Rome (132-135 CE ) ,
Jews from Ein Gedi took refuge in a cave on the cliffs above the Dead Sea,
which archaeologists today call the " Cave of Letters" (Broshi 1984: 158-59) .
These refugees were eventually discovered and killed b y the Romans. Among
them was a widow named Babatha. When she left Ein Gedi for the Cave of
Letters, Babatha brought with her a packet of legal documents. They were
transcripts of the actions which she had filed in courts of law between 93
and 132 CE (Yadin 1971: 222-53) .
Babatha's records were recovered 1960-61 b y an Israeli archaeological
expedition led by Yigael Yadin. They were written in Greek, N abataean, and
Aramaic. There were twenty-six documents in Greek, which was the official
language of the eastern provinces of the Roman empire. Some had been
annotated in Aramaic and Nabataean. There were six documents in Naba
taean, which was the language of the people of Petra in the southern part
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of Jordan today. Three documents were written in Aramaic, which was the
everyday language spoken by Jews throughout the Roman provinces of
Judaea and Syria-Palestine at the beginning of the common era. The
widow's files are a unique source from which to reconstruct the everyday
life of this region in antiquity, shedding light on such subj ects as the legal
system, economics, religious observances, geography, agriculture, and lin
guistics. The archive also reveals much about Babatha's personal history,
her family, and its business dealings . But perhaps most of all, Babatha's
records are a fa scinating testimony to the legal tenacity of a widow before
courts of law. Like Tamar and Ruth, Babatha was a persistent widow
dedicated to protecting the legal rights of her household.
Babatha was born into a wealthy household in the village of Mahoza near
Zoar, south of the Dead Sea. She was married twice. Her first husband was
Yeshua. They had one son and named him Y eshua. After the death of her
first husband, Babatha remarried. Her second husband was Yehudah, who
also died, leaving her a widow for the second time. After the death of
Babatha's first husband, the senate of Petra appointed two guardians for
her son: Yohanan Egla, who was Jewish, and Abdobdas Illoutha, a Naba
taean. This action follows the legal tradition that a widow's care lay in the
hands of the heir of the estate or his guardians (Thurston 1985:279) . Several
of Babatha' s records document her legal battle against Egla and Illoutha for
control of her deceased husband' s land.
For example, on October 12, 125 CE, Babatha filed suit against Yohanan
Egla and charged him with failing to pay her child support. Babatha wanted
the land held in trust by her son's guardians to be turned over to her and,
in return, she would pay her legal guardians a higher rate of interest on it
than the guardians could get in the open market.
When the war between Judah and Rome broke out, Babatha moved from
Mahoza to live with her relatives in Bin Gedi, which was part of the province

Trial of Y:ohanan Egla
()'adin 1 9. 7 1 :24.0..,4 1 )

. since xou/� id rot g � vec · . · to the said orph(l n · .• • as
Abdol>d��lllo.ut�� �a� given. .. •· · · . . give me · the m.oney against s� cu�
. 'P�O,pe,r�y .ser'fin,g s<hypothec , and • s.h all .• pay . the . i1tter,.
rity, · ltlY
.
�
est . of the ltl·���y 011e �nd � halfden�rii .[per. mon� h])n ·.�
.
hundred Ia,� ag�h1st �n.�.·. per hundred .Paid by th� gua.rdi.ans])n
. t�f!r�br my so11 111 ay be bril lia11t1y [sic!) . saved
o�d�r t�a�
.
th�w�s �o �h� most •. happy t101es of tile ge»vernorship ofjulius
JuH�nos:th,e ,ov�r 11�r i11 w� ose ·• pres�nce 1 Bab�ta . [sic] sultl.,.
. the afore-written
moned you . b�c;;ius� ()f the r�fusal · of loanes,
guardia1.1., to·· pay; the . aliments.
.
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of Judaea liberated from the Romans by the Jews (Yadin 1971:244 ) . When
the war turned against the Jews she left Bin Gedi with the others to hide in
the Cave of the Letters.
Like Babatha, widows in the villages of early Israel were never involved
in small claims, but always struggled to retain the divine endowments of
land and children which distinguished the free from the slave (Exod 21:1-6) .
These were the endowments which Yahweh conferred on Abraham and
S arah in Genesis (Gen 11:27-12:8) and confirmed by liberating the Hebrews
in Exodus (Exod 5 : 1-18: 27) . The widow's antagonists were those who
deprive ordinary people of their land and children like those described by
Deuteronomy (Deut 24:17-22) . Her antagonists were the lenders who seized
even her clothing as collateral and the growers who locked her out of the
fields where she gleaned the food she needed to survive. The widow's
resource was not power or property but legal persistence . She knew her
rights and how to exercise them (Fensham 1962: 135) . Like Moses standing
before the Pharaoh, the widow stood befo re the courts again and again to
demand that the rich and the powerful " let my people go! "

A Parable of a Persistent Widow
(Ruth 1:1-21)
The book of Ruth tells how two widows raise one household from death
to life. It is the story of how Ruth and Naomi become the mothers of the
most respected household in Bethlehem into which David, the future mon
arch of Israel, will be born (Levine 1992: 78 ) . Like all truly great stories,
images in Ruth are colorful, its plot is punctuated with repetition and laced
with foreshadowing (Niditch 1985:451-56) . The book combines several par
ables and ancestor stories. There is the Parable of the Persistent Widow
(Ruth 1 : 1-22), the Parable of the Laborers in the Wheat Field (Ruth 2 : 1-23 ) ,
a story of Ruth (Ruth 3 : 1-18 ) , and a story of Boaz (Ruth 4 : 1-21) . Each had
its own tale to tell before it was molded with the others into a single story
celebrating David and S olomon as the first monarchs of lsrael (Gen 24:1-67;
Gen 38:1-30 ; Gen 36-37; 39-50; 1 Sam 13:1-2 Sam 1:27; 2 Sam 9-20;
1 Kgs 1-2 ) . The Parable of the Persistent Widow with which the book opens
highlights the legal perseverance of its main character.
One way to identify a parable is by its opening line. "In the days when
the judges ruled, " from the Parable of the Persistent Widow in Ruth (Ruth
1:1), is a typical opening line. Everything is generic. There is no specific date,
time, or place given, only a broad, universal orientation which is as sweep
ing and inclusive as possible. Tellers of parables catch audiences in the most
ecumenical moments of their lives, moments which they have in common
with people of any time and place. The characters, like the opening formula
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in a parable, are also generic. The Book of Ruth introduces its audiences
simply to "a certain man . . . and his wife . " Even when tellers give the man
and his wife names, the type-casting remains and they name characters for
the roles they play (Sasson 1989:17-19) . The name "Elimelech" means "El is
king, " a name only a most observant believer would use. The name "Naomi"
means "darling. " "Mahlon" means " critical patient" and " Chilion" means
"terminal patient. " The name "Ruth" means "companion" and Orpah means
" deserter. "
Parables are folk stories , and like all folk stories they have three main
characters. The main character in the Parable of the Persistent Widow is
Naomi, the widow who is a fearless advocate for the land and children
which Yahweh promised. She is no ordinary widow. To emphasize her
extraordinary stature tellers use hyperbole , a rhetorical technique which
emphasizes by exaggeration. The antagonists in this parable are Famine,
which takes away Naomi's land, Death, which takes away her children, and
the Legal Guardian, who refuses to carry out his obligation to Elimelech's
household by having a child with Ruth. The final significant character in
the parable is Yahweh, who sends the widow Ruth to help (Ruth 1 :20-21) .
Like Babatha, Naomi perseveres. When famine takes away her land in
Judah, Naomi exercises her household ' s legal right to support by migrating
to Moab. Famine in the ancient Near East is difficulty, not crisis. Even in
Bethlehem, the breadbasket of Judah, famine was part of life. When there
was famine , the hungry in Judah often migrated to Egypt or Moab to obtain
food and temporary employment (Gen 37-50) . It was never an easy deci
sion to leave their land, but economic exigency could drive them to become
immigrants (o,in, gerfm) and to accept the legally weak status that that
condition gave them (Sasson 1989:16) .
Storytellers portray Naomi as a woman who knows how to cope with the
ordinary difficulties of daily life. She is by no means helpless. Rather her
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condition as a widow seems to have released her socially so that she can
become a more dominant force in determining her own fate (Potash 1986:2,
4 ) . When death takes away her children in Moab, she divests herself of her
last possessions by emancipating her widowed daughters-in-law before re
turning to Judah to file suit for her land. She is handicapped by her
advanced age which prevents her from directly pressing her rights to an
heir by having sexual intercourse with her legal guardian. However, on
behalf of the widow Naomi, the widow Ruth initiates legal action by first
exercising her right to glean for food (Ruth 2:2). The widows' suit reaches
a climax when the widow Ruth sues Boaz for marriage, directing him to
" cast his mantle over her" (Ruth 3:9). This gesture has both sexual and legal
connotations since it ratifies a covenant which will eventually entitle both
Naomi and Ruth to a restoration of their full legal status with land and
children (Viberg 1992:141-42) .
The virtue of the widow as persevering should not be confused with the
vice of nagging (Job 2:9). The important difference between perseverance
and nagging can be seen in the Parable of the Persistent Widow from the
Gospel of Luke. It is the widow in this parable who knows the law, whereas
the judge does not (Luke 18:6). Although it is not often clear in English
translations today, the original words with which the parable describes the
widow implied legal tenacity, not feminine impatience (Scott 1989:185 ) . The
words: " she will end by doing me violence" (Greek: urtcoma�n) in the Gospel
of Luke (Luke 18:5) are virtually the same as the words: "what I do is
discipline my own body" (Greek: umoma�co) in the First Letter to the Corin
thians (1 Cor 9:27) . In neither passage do the Greek words mean "to nag , "
but rather "to train" or "to coach. " In the world of the Bible, the widow is
not a nagging woman. She is a teacher, an instructor who perseveres until
she trains or coaches the village assembly to apply the law with justice. In
fact, the widow in this parable is the only one, human or divine, who is
able to teach the village assembly how to carry out its judicial responsi
bilities and safeguard the land and children of its households (Luke 18:4) .
Without the widow there would be no justice.
Originally, all parables closed with a question. In place of the normal
denouement which, in most other kinds of stories restores the peace which
the crisis interrupted, the denouement in the parable simply asks a question.
These questions leave the audience to resolve the crisis. The technique is a
wonderful teaching tool. Long after the parable has ended and long after
the teller has gone, the audience is still pondering the question. The teach
ing life of a parable is greater than any other form of story.
The Parable of the Persistent Widow in Ruth now closes with the ques
tion: " Can this be Naomi ? " or "Is this woman Naomi or Mara? " The two
words means something like: "Is this woman darling or damned? Is she my
people or not my people (Hos 1:9) ? " Evidently there was enough similarity
in the way the Hebrew words "naomi" and "mara" sounded, either in the
dialect in which the parable was told, or in shortened versions of the names,
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to pull off the pun (Sasson 1989: 32-33). S ome English translations make the
questions sound far too conclusive, and eliminate the ring of uncertainty
altogether. The connotation of the question is: " Can this widow persevere
until Yahweh helps her ? " Naomi is certainly persevering, but tellers want
their audiences to wonder whether she is persevering enough.
Many translations also blur the closing questions in the Parable of the
Persistent Widow in the Gospel of Luke by rendering them as: "Will he not
hasten to the rescue of his elect who cry to him day and night, even if he
puts their patience to the test? But when he comes, he will come quickly"
(Luke 18:7b-8a). Originally, as in the Parable of the Persistent Widow in
Ruth, this parable asked: "How long do you think the judge can hold out?
Without a doubt, he will give in quickly, but will the widow persevere until
he grants her petition or not? "

The Gospel of Luke directs the question to its own audience of early
Christian communities. Initially, they expected that Jesus would come back
to earth (Greek: 7tapoucri.a) only a short time after he ascended. However,
time passed and persecutions began, and Jesus did not return. The Gospel
of Luke uses the Parable of the Persistent Widow from ancient Israel to
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teach persecuted Christians to persevere (Scott 1989: 176) . "Prayer" is the
word which the Gospel of Luke uses for perseverance (Rom 12: 12 ; Eph 6 : 18 ;
1 Thess 5 : 17). And widows model this virtue which all Christians will need
to survive (Thurston 1985:288). The Gospel continues the characterization
of the j udge in the parable in order to make it clear that what is true for a
lesser character like the judge will certainly be true for God (Luke 18: 1-5 ) .
T h e question is n o t whether G o d will vindicate t h e persecuted, but whether
the persecuted will persevere until their vindication (Luke 18: 6-8) . The
widow does not know what the judge is thinking or what the judge will do
any more than the Christians in Luke' s community knew when the parousia
would take place. Consequently, the widow may break off petitioning before
the j udge decides to hear her case, and the Christians may not continue to
pray for the parousia. The audiences of the Parable of the Persistent Widow
in Ruth were no more certain that Naomi would persevere than the audi
ences of the Parable of the Persistent Widow in the Gospel were certain that
the Christians would persevere through suffering to deliverance.
The widow forces the community to think about what it means to believe.
Everyone asks : "How will we hold on to our land and children? " The stories
of monarchs say: "By power! " The parables of widows say: "By persever
ance! " Parables challenge people with the land and children, which widows
lack. In parables about widows, it is not land or children, but persistence
which convinces Yahweh to hear their case (Sir 35:1-26) . In parables about
widows, the violent cannot conquer the land forever. It belongs to the
widows whose title is suffering. Yahweh does not march with the armies of
monarchs , but travels instead with the widows, the orphans, and the
strangers who clog the roads and glean the fields. Violence brings death to
the land, perseverance brings life.
Delay is always an invitation to despair. When things do not happen on
time human beings worry, doubt, and question. Delay destroys the ability
to believe and turns confidence into cynicism. Without results, human
beings are paralyzed. Yahweh promises Israel life (Deut 30:15-20) , and land
and children are the payments which Yahweh makes on this promise (Gen
12:1-8). When Yahweh misses a payment it is easy to begin questioning the
value of believing. The same anxiety afflicts Jesus' disciples. When Jesus
delays, Christians question. The Parable of the Persistent Widow says to the
persecuted: " Cry out! " The measure of faith is not fulfillment, but persist
ence (Rom 1:10; 12:12; G al 6:9). Persistence shortens the time of fulfillment
not in any absolute sense but in the perception of those who wait. By
continuing to tell the story and ask the question, tellers deny the powerful
an uncontested claim to the land and its children.
The Parable of the Widow captured the hearts not only of the people on
the margins of ancient Israel, but the Jews to whom Jesus preached as well.
They fondly remembered him not as a conquering hero claiming colonies
for his emperor or riding triumphantly into the cities of his enemies. The
lame, the blind, the lepers, the widows, the fishermen, the shepherds , the
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Prayer
($if3.5 :J 51/ 1 9)

Teach�n,g. o n

the L�rd is the judge,
and �ith hhn t�� rt! is no partiality.
He. �ill • not. s,how, �a��iality t��.���•.·.p90,r ;
but h � w,ill.l� st�n to �(I� )P,.t"ayer1of: o �e:wltoiis. wronged.
He will not ignore the suppl�c:a�ion of �he orphan,
. ·�er · om plaint.
or th� wido� �hen . �h? �o�rs ou�
f
.
.
Do not the· tean .of the widow run down her. cheek
as ·stie. cries 0,ut against the one !{ho causes them >to . fall?

�. • .

prostitutes, and the tax collectors who followed Jesus remembered him as
a person without status: "Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests,
but The Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head" (Matt 8 : 20) , who promised
that "the meek . . . shall inherit the earth" (Matt 5 : 5 ) . Those who remem
bered Jesus in the New Testament, remembered him as someone who not
only heard the Parable of the Persistent Widow, but understood it. They
remembered Jesus, like they remembered Naomi and Ruth. For them, Jesus
was the widow, who day after day cried out against the powerful and who
continued to believe that God's promises to the poor would be fulfilled.

11
The Wise and the Fool

E

ducatiou is the power to influence the next
generation. In the world of the Bible, some formal education did take place
in schools but most education was informal. By the way they ate their
meals, did not get drunk, worked hard, made good friends, sought advice
before acting, held their temper, paid their taxes, and imposed fair legal
judgments, the wise educated their villages to carry on successfully from
one generation to the next. By overeating, drunkenness, laziness, quarrel
ing , selfishness, and perjury, fools endangered their very existence (Cren
shaw 1990:205-16) .
There were n o textbooks t o explain why certain ways o f doing things were
healthy and productive, and others were unhealthy and anti-social. Villag
ers classified behavior with a word or label (Wikan 1984:636) . Labeling was
the prevalent means of education and the principal means of dealing with
social problems (Misgeld 1978:169; Schur 1971: 24-30; Becker 1973:4; Lofland
1969: 123; Bott 1971; Brandes 1987:130) . Not all labels of honor were of equal
value in enhancing the social status (Arabic: sharaj) of a household, and
not all labels of shame lowered the status of a household to the same degree
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"The Sage. in Proverbs''
(Crenshaw 1 990:215- 1 6)

.
[the teachers .i n. the Bo.o k of Proverbs] possessed
.
astonishing confidence in the power o( the . i ntellect. By living
according to th.e accumulated · insights !>f past . generations, indi
viduals guaranteed prosp.eri! y, ·�nglife, honor, and wen being.
For these opthnists, the universe seemed to operate in an or
derly manner, . rewarding virtue and ·· punishing vice. Behind . this
discernible order stood· a benevolent creator whose providential
.
care bro.u ght securi !Y to those who practiced "f�ar of the
lord." l u:a . their eyes, th� ·wise wer�· righteous and fools were
wicked; henfe to. be a sage . meant ·adopting . a way of life . charac
terized by devout conduct. That was by no means all, for. thes�
�phorisms also describe sages as dili g ent, self-controlled, mod
est, chaste, tem e erate, and respectful. In, other words; the wise
enabled sodety to function �uccessfully. Fools d isturbed the
.
calm, necessitating · �igoro�s measures at the. hands · of gentler
.
people. Sages therefore recognized the reality
o fevil, but they
believed in. their own ability to cope in the face ofadversity.
• • . .

(Zeid 1966:246 ) . Anthropologists use symbolic interaction theory to study
the way villagers apply labels (Blumer 1969:2; Phillips 1964:680). A label
may be applied either with words or para-language, which includes ges
tures , facial expressions, or tone of voice (Sheff and Retzinger 1991:127) .
Interestingly, labels do not indicate as much about what a household is
actually doing or not doing as they do about how the village reacts to it
(Goode 1990: 60-61; Becker 1973 : 31) .
Life-giving behavior was labeled "wise" or " clean . " Destructive or anti
social behavior was "foolish" or "unclean . " To be wise or clean was a
generic label for honor. To be a fool or unclean was a generic label for
shame. Today, the words " honor" and "shame" have little to do with life
and death, they are often just old-fashioned ways of saying "reputation . "
When these words are used a t all, honor i s only a modest recognition given
for achievement, ability, or service. Shame is no more than a word for
scolding children.
In the world of the Bible, on the other hand, honor entitled a household
to life, shame sentenced it to death (Pitt-Rivers 1965:42; Zeid 1966: 245) .
Honor was the ability of a household to care for its own members and to be
prepared to take over a neighboring household decimated by war, drought,
or epidemic. " Clean" was the label for the household in good standing ,
licensed to make a living i n the village and entitled to its support. Only the
clean were entitled to buy, sell, trade, marry, arrange marriages, serve in
assemblies, and send warriors to the tribe. And only the clean were entitled
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to make wills, appoint heirs, and serve as legal guardians to care for
households endangered by death, disease, and war. The key characteristic
of the clean was that they were in place and functioning well.
Shame was the inability of a household to fulfill its responsibilities to its
own members or its covenant partners. Shame was the loss of land and
children. Unclean was the label for households on probation. The unclean
were out of line and not functioning properly (Malina and Neyrey 1988:36;
Douglas 1966:14-35; Milgrom 1991: 780) . Consequently, both their contribu
tions to the village and their eligibility for its support were suspended.
Rules of purity and the labels clean and unclean in the world of the Bible
had little to do with hygiene (Malina 1981:122-52) . They were analogous to
credit ratings and distinguished households in good social and economic
standing from those who were not. Labels of shame like "fool" and "un
clean" downgraded the status (ipa, pii.qad) of a household, until it demon
strated that it was once again contributing to the village (Cockerham
1981:303; Goode 1975:577; 1990:58; Brandes 1987:126-29; Gove 1980:20; Schur
1974:15). Because reactions were continually modified, shamed households
reacted to their label by either attempting to minimize its effect or by
attempting to capitalize on its benefits (Link 1987: 1490-91) . On the one
hand, they could appeal their social diagnosis and be re-labeled or cured.
On the other hand, they could accept their label and take advantage of their
social disability by becoming beggars or risk-takers who had little to lose
by their actions (Smith 1980:231-32; Lemert 1972: 19-20) . The rich who
became unclean generally appealed their label, while the poor more often
accepted the label and tried to use it their advantage (Nagi 1969:72-73) .
A teaching o n breach o f contract i n Deuteronomy (Deut 13:13-19 M T [ET
vv. 12-18]) teaches households how to settle landlord-tenant disputes (Ben
j amin 1983: 112-37, 293-94) . When one household takes advantage of an
other by foreclosing on their land and children, it not only steals from
its neighbor, but also denies by its actions that land and children were
Yahweh's gifts entrusted to Israel. The teaching labels land-grabbers as
fools ('?l':i'?:::i. - iJ:::i , bene lfliyya 'al) for ignoring the generosity of Yahweh who
blesses Israel with land and children for whom the Hebrews are supposed
to care, not compete.
Likewise, Judges (Judg 7 : 1-9: 57) labels Abimelech and his warriors as
fools (t:Pp1 c,W'J� . •a nasim reqim) for their raid on Shechem. After he con
quers Shechem the elders change his label from fool to king. During an
attack on Thebez, however, Abimelech gets too close to the wall and is
mortally wounded by a grinding stone dropped on him by a woman. So
Judges remembers him as a fool killed by a woman (Judg 9 :54) . His label
became a classic and was applied to any chief foolish enough to act like
Abimelech (2 Sam 11:20-21) .
The stories of Saul in Samuel-Kings label the sons of Eli as fools
('?l':i'?:::i.- i J:::i , bene ·!lliyya 'al) because they take more than their share of food
(Lev 7 :28-36; Deut 18:3; 1 S am 2 : 12) . The label stands in stark contrast to

THE WISE AND THE FOOL

145

Samuel who is wise, and it provides a lingering stigma to the household of
Eli (Mccarter 1980a:85) .
The stories of David' s rise to power in Samuel-Kings (1 Sam 25) label one
of David' s opponents as a fool (?l'ii'?::i rtfiK , 'is Qeliyya 'al; ?::iJ, nii.Qal) whose
lack of support for David threatens to destroy his household. However,
Abigail, the mother of the household, wisely recognizes David as the new
ruler of Israel. She plays on her husband' s label in her oath of allegiance
to David: " for as his name is, so is he; Nabal is his name, and folly is with
him" (1 Sam 25:25). Likewise, wheri Abner challenges Ishba'al for control
of the household of Saul by having sexual intercourse with Rizpah, Ishba'al
apparently labeled him a "dog's head" (2 Sam 3 : 8 ) . The maneuver tempo
rarily blocks Abner's bid for power. Then when Abner challenges J oab fo r
control of the household by returning a daughter of Saul to David, Joab
assassinates him at the city gate in Hebron (2 Sam 3:29 ) . David refuses to
confirm Joab ' s bid for power, by permanently barring anyone in the house
hold of Joab from ever again exercising political power in Israel. David labels
every warrior in the household of Joab a menstruating woman, a leper,
effeminate, a coward, and a beggar (2 Sam 3:29 ) .
T h e stories of David' s successor in S amuel-Kings label D avid a fool
(?11ii?::i rtfiK, 'is Qeliyya'al) for overthrowing the household of Saul (2 Sam
16: 7) . Shimei taunts David as he flees from Jerusalem in the face of Ab
salom's forces (Mccarter 1984:373-74 ) . The label is not a personal attack
on David' s character but an impeachment of him as unworthy to hold the
throne . David even accepts the label by ordering his soldiers to leave Shimei
unharmed (Anderson 1989:206-7) .

Names
The most universal label in the world of the Bible was a name, which
provided evidence of the social standing of a person' s household. Hebrews,
like other ancient Near Eastern people, often carried names which were
professions of faith or "theophoric" names. "Samu-el, " "Ishma-el, " and
"Isa-iah" were all theophoric names, which included a shortened form of
Yahweh or Elohim like " iah" or " el. " The name itself was an abbreviation
or summary of the covenant between Yahweh and the household. For
instance, the name "Elij ah, " which means "Yahweh is Lord, " was a chal
lenge to Canaanites who did not believe in Yahweh and a pledge of alle
giance for the Hebrews who did.
Some theophoric names included "Ba ' al" which was also a Semitic title
for the Creator. When S aul named his fourth son "Ish-ba'al, " he understood
it as a label of honor meaning " servant of the Lord" or " son of Yahweh" (1
Chron 8:33; 9 :39) . The label recalled the adoption formula by which Saul
dedicated his child to Yahweh and proclaimed him as heir to his household
in Israel. The " son of Yahweh" was "Yahweh's anointed" or " messiah , " the
most powerful label of honor in ancient Israel. It was an insurance policy
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in which Yahweh guaranteed that its bearer could not be killed without the
wrath of Yahweh falling upon the head of the murderer (Mccarter 1980a:
384; 1980b: 493; 1 Sam 26:9-23 ; 2 Sam 1 :14-16) .
Among some Hebrews, however, "ba'al" referred only to the " other gods, "
whose worship was prohibited by the Decalogue (Exod 20:2) . Consequently,
the household of David changed the name of "Ish-ba'al" to "Ish-bosheth. "
Saul's heir was not "man (i. e . , son) o f Yahweh, " but " son o f shame" ( 2 S am
3 :14-15) . David, not Ish-ba'al, was the "son of Yahweh" whose household
would lay legal claim to an exclusive dynasty in Israel (Paul 1979-80:178) .
The name change was not simply a public insult, but a significant legal
maneuver by the household of David to justify its takeover of the household
of Saul (2 Sam 7: 11-16 MT [ET vv. 1-8] ; 1 Kgs 8 :14-21; Ps 2:6-11 ; 45:2-9 ) .
Similarly, the Pharaoh of Egypt changed the name of Eliakim t o Jehoiakim,
and the Great King of Babylon changed the name of Mattaniah to Zedekiah,
which conferred on them labels of shame (2 Kgs 23: 34; 24:17) . They were no
longer rulers of an independent country but governors of foreign colonies.
Name changes were also an example of humor in the world of the Bible.
Tellers were often tendentious and wanted the audience to laugh at some
one. By making subtle changes in the spelling or pronunciation of proper
names, villagers created funny or bizarre characterizations of a household
in order to make hearers laugh at it and thus shame or expel it (Radday
1990:59-97) .
Occasionally when the Bible leaves a character without a name it labels
that person as powerless or subordinate (Tapp 1989: 171 ) , but sometimes the
name is replaced by a title. For example, the "wise woman of Tekoa" (2 Sam
14:2) and the "wise woman of Abel" (2 Sam 20:16) are not names but titles
equivalent to "elder" ( Camp 1981:25). Yahweh changes the names of Abram
and Sarai to Abraham and S arah, both honorable titles (Gen 17: 3-16) . They
have become ancestors of a new people and have taken on a new status
(Malina and Neyrey 1988: 40 ) .
A n official change o f labels was accomplished through a rite of passage
or a status-altering ritual like the inauguration of a prophet or a monarch
(Baltzer 1968:578; Thompson 1980: 150, n. 25; Carroll 1986:95; Garfinkel
1956:420-24; Goode 1990:61; Erikson 1962:308) . Labels like "monarch" and
"prophet" conferred Yahweh's power of attorney on candidates . The ritual
followed an identifiable set of steps, during which the candidate stated the
old label of his household as a demurer (Deut 18:18; Judg 6 : 15 ; Isa 6:5-7) ,
and Yahweh proclaimed the new label (Carroll 1986: 101; Holladay 1986:327; Reventlow 1963:24-77; Habel 1965: 298-301 ) .
I n the book of Jeremiah (Jer 1 : 1-19) , Jeremiah states his old label a s " only
a boy" (Jer 1 : 6) , but Yahweh confers on him the new label: "You are a
prophet to the nations " (Jer 1:5) . The new title was retroactive to the time
Yahweh formed him in the womb (Jer 1:5; Isa 49: 1-3; " Kitsuse 1962:253;
Kramer 1942 : 14 , n.l; Gilula 1967 : 114) . The Enuma Blish story (Enuma iv:79) describes the power which the label " God Most Honored" confers on
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Marduk in virtually the same words which Jeremiah explains the label
"prophet to the nations. "
The final step in the status-altering ritual was investing the candidate
with a sign or totem which provided some sense of the candidate' s mission
and served as a reassurance that the candidate would not be alone (J er
1:8-19 ) . The totem was a physical or tangible label which entitled the bearer
to exercise power (Schneider 1987:412) .

Clothing
In the world of the Bible, clothing was not simply an accessory reflecting
individual style or personal preference. The style, weave, and color of
clothing functioned as a uniform which reflected status (Schneider 1987:
427) . Likewise, changing clothes did not simply reflect a practice of good
hygiene but a change of labels or status (Schneider 1987:411) . Those who
changed clothes were preparing to play new roles. In the book of Ruth, Ruth
does not bathe, comb her hair, and put on her best clothes simply to appear
more physically attractive to Boaz, but to signal to him that she is an official
representative of the household of Elimelech and Naomi (Ruth 3 : 3 ) .
I n ancient Mesopotamia, the word "to cover" or " clothe" (Akkadian:
katamu) also meant "to exercise power. " Therefore, when the monarch put
on a cloak, he was taking up the power of a ruler (Waldman 1989: 161). In
the story of David' s rise to power in S amuel-Kings, David has the opportu
nity to kill Saul, who unknowingly comes into a cave near the oasis of Ein
G edi where David and his warriors are hiding. David' s warriors see it as an
opportunity to kill Saul (1 Sam 24:4) . David, however, does not kill Saul but
simply cuts a tassel off his cloak. David is neither teasing Saul nor frustrat
ing his warriors' desire for victory. The tassel represents Saul' s authority
as ruler (Milgrom 1983:61; Kruger 1988:106; Mccarter 1980b : 502). David
takes Saul's honor and leaves him with shame (Leach 1958; Mccarter 1980b:
490-93; Hoffner 1975 : 50 ; Waldman 1989: 163) .
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Physical Appearance
Some labels were reactions to the physical integrity-or lack of it-which
one or more members of a household might possess (Wright 1990; Blok
1981:432 ) . Integrity was not simply a question of aesthetics but also compe
tence. It was the physical ability of a man or woman to fulfill his or her role
in the household. For example, a woman' s beauty was not just the color of
her hair or the shape of her eyes, but her physical ability to menstruate,
engage in sexual intercourse, conceive, bear, and nurse a child. Only when
she did not meet these physical criteria was she labeled "barren" (i11plT,
'aqiirah; Schur 1983:66-77) . Likewise, the labels " handsome" (il:J\ yiipeh),
" good-looking" ( :rn� . t6f2) , or " ruddy" (�m�1K, 'adm6nf) often distinguis hed a
chief from the other warriors who mustered for battle (Gen 39:6; 1 Sam 9:2;
16:12 ; 1 Kgs 1:6). Although some labels which developed from physical
appearance were gender specific, they were not explicitly sexist. Men did
not possess sole claim to labels of honor, nor were women only subjected
to labels of shame. Most gender specific labels developed from the sexual
activities unique to males or females (Mernissi 1975; Rosenfield 1982) .
Those judged b y their appearance as shamed were forced out o f the
activities of communal life, leaving them less chance to succeed. Although
Meriba'al, or Mephibosheth, in the story of David' s rise to power in Samuel
Kings (2 Sam 9:6-13; 16:1-4; 19:24-30) has the strongest claim to become
the heir of Saul's household, he is crippled, and David inherits the household.

Women
Women were physical labels of honor or shame for a household, just like
the arms, legs, eyes, feet, and testicles of its men. In the story of David's
successor in Samuel-Kings, when Absalom challenges David's title as king
of Israel, David orders a strategic retreat from Jerusalem. The maneuver
allows David to determine who remains loyal to him (2 Sam 15: 13-37) .
Although David evacuates his capital, he does not surrender it. He leaves
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the city in the care of the ten women who represent the ten maj or covenants
which make up Israel. They are David's labels of honor who remain as his
legal claim to Jerusalem. After Absalom drives David from Jerusalem, he
publicly has sexual intercourse with the women in order to claim the power
they represent (2 Sam 16:21-22) . By this means, Absalom seizes a label of
honor and labels David with shame.

The Wise and the Foo l in a Teaching on
Wills (Deut 21:18-21)
The Bible uses wise or clean and fool or unclean in different ways but the
common denominator is always the same. The wise or clean person builds
up the life of the village and the fool or unclean person destroys it. The
Teaching on Wills in Deuteronomy the mother and father of a household
label their heir stubborn, unruly, a drunkard, and a glutton. Again, it is
difficult for us to appreciate the significance of these words which we use
simply to call people names, or to lament the anti-social behavior of some
one we love. In no case do these words represent, for us, criminal behavior
punishable by death. In ancient Israel, however, each of these words carries
a significant social stigma. The stubborn and unruly son who is a glutton
and a drunkard is not simply a petulant child, or even an adult suffering
from alcoholism or an eating disorder. He is the heir who is squandering
the resources of the household and letting the mother and fa ther of the
household slowly starve to death (Luke 15:11-32) .
Among the legal rights o f full citizens was that o f designating o r adopting
an heir. The heir carried the legal title son (p, ben; Deut 21:18) and the
testators were called father and mother (Deut 21: 18 ) . In several instances
in the Bible (Gen 34:2; Judg 9:28; 2 Kgs 16:7) , son is the title of a covenant
partner, not a word referring to a minor child. In this Teaching on Wills
(Deut 21:18) the son means heir. Certainly an heir could be the oldest,
natural, male child, but firstborn sons were not the only candidates to
become heirs (Gen 15:2).
To bear the label son was an honor. While still alive, fathers and mothers
turned their land over to sons, who accepted responsibility for them. Heirs
were not only expected to show deference to the elderly; they were respon
sible for honoring their fathers and mothers by feeding and clothing and
sheltering them. Once fa thers and mothers probated their wills they were
totally dependent on their heirs. The stubborn and rebellious is an heir who
is eating and drinking while the father and mother of the household starve.
Stubborn and rebellious are labels fo r breach of contract, not childish
petulance (Num 20: 10 ; Ps 97:7-11 ; Hos 9:15) . Since designating an heir was
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a legal process it could be reversed. This teaching, like the Ur-Nammu
Sumerian Code, describes the process.

Labels of shame like stubborn and rebellious can only be imposed after
due process. The stubborn and rebellious son is brought before the assem
bly, where the testators identify him as their son and lay out the charges
against him. In doing so, they have laid out his case history to support their
statements and to convince the elders and the entire village of his guilt
(Lemert 1972:22; Bellefontaine 1979).
Once these steps have been taken, the community is responsible for
labeling the son as stubborn and rebellious. His actions j eopardize the
values which the village considers to be universal and correct. The elders
do not even cite the law that parents are to be honored by their children
(Exod 20: 12). In order to purge this evil from their midst, the legal require
ment is death by stoning, an appropriate sentence since it requires every
villager to participate while allowing for the legal fiction that his death was
not caused by any one person.
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The Wise and the Foo l in a Story of
Na'aman and Elisha (2 Kgs 5:1-27)
Until 1871, leprosy was a sinister disease which evoked fear and fascina
tion. When Armauer Hansen of Norway finally isolated and identified the
specific bacteria (Latin: my co bacterium leprae) which creates the infection,
the social stigma which had been applied to the leper began to disappear
(Zias 1989:27; Lewis 1987:596; Andersen 1969:15) . Eventually, medicine stopped
using the term "leprosy" and began referring to the condition as " Hansen's
disease. " The healthy no longer sentenced the leper to remote colonies like
Molokai in Hawaii, and the active persecution of lepers, fueled by a misun
derstanding of the biblical world, has basically come to a close.
Strangely enough, Hansen's disease seems to have been virtually unknown
in the world of the Bible. There is no hard evidence that leprosy existed as
the more modern world knows it in the ancient Near East (Moller-Christen
sen 1967; Hulse 1975:87-90) . The description of leprosy ( nvi�. tjii.ra 'at; Greek:
A.£7tpa) in Leviticus (Lev 13:9-23 ; 14:1-32) is lengthy and full of technical
terms, but none of the symptoms are exclusively associated with Hansen's
disease. Descriptions of leprosy in the writings of Hippocrates and Polybius
are equally inconclusive. Apparently, the disease was introduced into the
ancient Near East only after 333 BCE when Alexander returned from India
(M. Davies 1988:136 ) .
I n the Bible, leprosy refers to a variety of skin disorders known today as
psoriasis, eczema, seborrhea, or mycotic infections like ringworm (Wright
and Jones 1992:278) . These diseases are painful and unsightly, but hardly
virulent and disfiguring. Without a doubt certain medical or clinical con
siderations affected the development of ancient Israel' s protocol for dealing
with the leper. Even very simple societies carry out forms of medical diag
nosis and treatment which are surprisingly sophisticated by today' s stand
ards. For example, more than one tradition of folk medicine anticipated
today's use of penicillin by prescribing various naturally occurring molds
as a poultice for drawing out the infe ction in a wound (Pilch 198lb:l48-49).
The reaction of the Bible to the leper, however, is not clinical or medical, it
is social (Pilch 198la: l09).
The primary focus of the laws dealing with leprosy in the Bible is on the
symbolic character of its symptoms. Lepers break out (Wilkinson 1977:155) .
The appearance of a rash, flakes, scales, and boils is understood as a
physical revolt of the body. These symptoms result when bodily functions
are out of place. Leprosy is physical chaos . Consequently, the leper is treated
as a living symbol of the disorganization into which society falls when its
political and economic institutions fail. Villages consider such disorder
aggressively contagious (Milgrom 1992:137; Wright and Jones 1992:279 ) .
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The process of discernment which the Bible prescribed for leprosy was
neither hasty nor cruel. A patient was labeled a leper only following due
process and was entitled to appeal the decision at scheduled intervals. When
symptoms first appeared, the afflicted person was taken to a priest for
examination of both the primary and secondary features of the disease such
as changes in skin or hair color. Priests were agents of social control,
responsible for determining any visible deviation from the accepted norm
of appearance (Becker 1973:162-63) . In the case of leprosy these agents were
the sole authorities (Milgrom 1991:772).
Priests used fixed criteria for examination and diagnosis. Once the label
leper was applied, the deviant was placed on social and economic probation
and distinguished by a change of clothes and mannerisms (Brody 1974:11112; Levine 1989: 82) . The leper was restricted in order to prevent the contami
nation of others. The leper also had to dress in the manner of one in
mourning, wearing ragged clothes and uncombed hair. Finally, the leper
covered the upper lip with what we might call a surgical mask and cried
"Unclean, unclean" (Lev 13:45; Isa 52:11).
There was recourse to examination by the priest after a seven day waiting
period during which time the patient could be re-labeled clean (Lev 13:1-17) .
When a leper had been ascertained to once again be clean, a new rite of
passage had to be performed which allowed the leper to re-enter society.
The longer lepers were unclean, the longer it took to restore them to full
membership in the village (Milgrom 1991: 782; Lewis 1987:602-4) .
In a story o f Na' aman and Elisha from Samuel-Kings ( 2 Kgs 5 : 1-27) ,
Na'aman is a high ranking military official (?11� t!h�, 'is giil}61) and an
adviser to the monarch of Syria (?,n 11!1�, gibb6r �ayil) . However, the label
leper could make even such an influential person virtually powerless (1 Kgs
15: 5 ; Smith 1980: 234) . The j uxtaposition of his former labels of honor with
his present label of shame in the story shocks the audience. Na'aman is a
mighty one who has fallen. He can no longer command the army and advise
the monarch (Cohn 1983: 173; Malina and Neyrey 1988:96; Gray 1975:504) .
In fact, the adviser to the monarch now seeks advice from a slave.
The Hebrew slave tells Na'aman that the prophet Elisha can cure him. So
Na'aman the leper goes into voluntary exile, leaving his home in Syria for
the land of his enemy (2 Kgs 5:3-5) . His leprosy has cost him his titles and
his home, but he takes a letter for the monarch of Israel, and gifts for the
prophet Elisha.
Na'aman then presents himself and his letter to the monarch asking to
be re-labeled. But the monarch finds him still unclean and his letter a threat:
"Am I God . . . that this man sends word to me to cure a man of his leprosy?
. . . see how he is seeking a quarrel with me" (2 Kgs 5 :7) . The implication
is clear to the monarch of Israel-he has been given an order by a more
powerful monarch which he cannot carry out, and which is designed as a
provocation for war (Gray 1975:506). For the leper, even the letter of one
monarch to another is of no value.

THE WISE AND THE FOOL

153

Juxtaposing the monarch' s inability to heal with Yahweh's ability to cure
Na'aman, it follows naturally in the narrative that Yahweh heals through
his prophet Elisha. Elisha intervenes in this matter otherwise only between
monarchs (2 Kgs 1:2-4; Nelson 1987: 178) and takes the burden off the
political agent by ordering the monarch to provide the leper with safe
conduct to his home in S amaria (Cohn 1983: 176) .
Then, Na' aman continues his pilgrimage from the monarch to the
prophet Elisha. Again, he presents himself and his gifts to the prophet
asking to be re-labeled. The prophet grants his request, but does not accept
his gift. This cure, when it comes, is not what Na' aman expected; not a
personal audience, no grand invocations of healing spirits, or even a wave
of the hand by the prophet. Instead, this great man receives another teach
ing from the slave of Elisha (1l'J, na 'ar) , j ust as he had from his own slave
(mmp i11l'J, na 'arah qetannah; Cohn 1983 : 180). In fact, Na' aman never even
sees Elisha until after he is cured. He is told to wash seven times in the
Jordan River, and is healed, but only after forcibly or voluntarily having
relinquished every label of honor he possessed.

The Wise and the Fool in the War
between Israel and Syria (2 Kgs 7:1-20)
In contrast to the well-to-do Na'aman who seeks to remove his label, the
four lepers in a story about the War between Israel and Syria in Samuel
Kings (2 Kgs 7:1-20) seek to take advantage of their label (Smith 1980:233) .
They accept their exclusion and the restrictions which are placed upon
them. They have adapted to their label and look for ways to benefit them
selves despite or because of it. From their point of view, since nature has
physically marked them as unclean, they are free to abandon their respon
sibility, to be independent and self-reliant (Safilios-Rothchild 1970: 115) .
Thus these lepers do not appeal their labels; they engage in rule-breaking
and live as non-productive members of their society (Malina and Neyrey
1988:37) .
The four lepers first appear in the story sitting outside the entrance to the
city gate during the siege of Samaria by a Syrian army. The gate area
functions throughout this narrative as the focal point of action. The city is
besieged and any attack would center on the gate (Yadin 1963:21) . The
citizens of the besieged city could not exercise their usual right to pass freely
back and forth through the gate. And the merchants who sold their wares
in the vicinity of the gate were unable to conduct business since grain
shipments were cut off (Hobbs 1985: 86) .
The zone immediately outside the city was available to beggars of various
sorts (2 Sam 5:6), where they could accost persons entering and leaving the
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city. But in this instance, with the city closed and under siege, the lepers
have no one from whom to beg. Any cry they made to be admitted into the
city would have fa llen on deaf ears since the people of the city were also
starving, and the lepers had been excluded from the city in the first place.
Therefore, the lepers, lacking their usual means of support, decide to beg
from the Syrians. This is such a natural action that it seems to most readers
· as just common sense. However, their decision also takes into account the
fact that as lepers they are marginalized. Without allegiance to Samaria,
the lepers are free to desert it and attach themselves to Syria (Jer 38: 19) .
They articulate their liminal status with the legal statement: "if [the Syri
ans] spare our lives we shall live, and if they kill us we shall but die" (2 Kgs
7 : 4) . There is no hope of a cure here, only relief from hunger. These men
have fully accepted the idea that they will always be lepers. Unlike Na'aman
they are resigned to their condition, and thus their only option is to use
that condition to support themselves.
Unexpectedly they find the Syrian battle camp abandoned. The lepers take
full advantage of this remarkable situation to loot the encampment for food
and goods, which they hide for later sale. Eventually, however, a sense of
their future existence strikes them and they realize that if they fail to inform
the Israelites in Samaria of this good fortune they can never again depend
upon them for their care. As a result, they return to the city and inform the
guards on the wall. The lepers, who had previously abandoned the gate area
as a place no longer productive to their survival, now return there to restore
its efficacy, and by extension to save the people of the city (Hobbs 1985:8687). The lepers' message is transmitted through official circles to the monarch.
Just as the monarch questioned the sincerity of Na'aman' s letter of recom
mendation, the monarch here questions the truthfulness of the message of
the four lepers. He wonders if this is a Syrian tactic to get the Israelites to
open the gate, until a slave convinces the monarch to send two scouts with
the remaining horses to the Syrian camp (Josh 8 : 4-17; Yadin 1963:318 ) .
Once the word reaches t h e monarch that the Syrians have fled, leaving
their animals, cloaks, and weapons strewn along their path, things return
to normal and the lepers resume begging at the city gate. Ultimately,
nothing changes for the lepers in this story. They are not re-labeled, and
therefore, still cannot enter the city. But they did not ask for more.
Israel' s reaction to the leper does not reflect medical practice or even
moral judgment, as much as it reflects a sense of social organization. The
desire of ancient societies, as with modern societies, is to establish and
maintain certain clearly defined norms of appearance and action. Those
who conform as well as those who deviate from these norms must be clearly
labeled. Otherwise, social organization will disappear, everyone will be out
of place, and human life will become impossible.

PART II

Ancient Israel as a State

I

n the ancient Near East, the city was fundamen
tally an economic community. The people in most cities lived together in a
single complex of buildings surrounded by a wall. This walled community
maintained a successful trade network with smaller, unwalled surrounding
villages. Less than half of those who lived in these cities produced enough
fo od for everyone, so trades and arts, such as writing, flourished.
Most cities in the ancient Near East were governed by a single ruler, some,
however, by a city assembly. Rulers or monarchs (Akkadian: hazannu)
managed the land of the city, which they leased to various households to
work (Akkadian: hupsu) . Cities with single rulers had a strong surplus
economy, which meant they controlled much more territory and produced
more goods than they needed simply for survival. Public worship in these
cities regularly celebrated the divine right of their monarchs to govern and
educate the rest of the people in their role as obedient servants. The social
organization of cities governed by an assembly was similar to the social.
�
organization in the villages of early Israel. These cities had a subsistence
economy, which meant they controlled little territory and produced very
few goods beyond what was needed for survival.
Current archaeological evidence indicates that between 1250 and 1000
BCE, the Hebrew villages in the hills and the Canaanite cities on the plains
nearby coexisted peacefully (Zertal 1986) . But the villages became victims
of what anthropologists call " circumscription . " Circumscription occurs
when villages or states exhaust their natural resources and are cut off from
any further development. What they need fo r survival is more than they
can produce with their present resources (Carneiro 1970: 738; 1978: 207-8;
1981:64-65) . The farms and herds around the Hebrew villages became too
small to provide the expanding population with an adequate diet. They were
unable to make any more efficient use of their land. And they were unable
to expand into the richer valleys and plains because of the superior military
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power of their Canaanite neighbors (Josh 17:18; Judg 1:19 ) . Typically, when
a community is faced with a population explosion, a depletion of its natural
resources, and the threat of war, it uses diplomacy to achieve social and
political control and take control of external wealth procurement (Earle
1989 ) . In some areas first contact between the Hebrews and their neighbors
was amicable. As a consequence, some villages developed a symbiotic rela
tionship with their neighbors on the coastal plain and in upper Galilee
(Hauer 1986:9; Stager 1985:5-11 ; Gnuse 1991:109-17; Stiebing 1989) . Hebrew
villagers and Canaanite city dwellers peacefully agreed by covenant to
exchange certain goods and services with one another.
The more difficult ecological conditions in these newly settled regions
required tighter social and political control and a greater specialization of
the economy. This necessitated the production of a surplus in these new
lands and in the old lands to be used as trade goods to obtain needed
products . A greater impetus on the opening of rural roads facilitated the
transport of these goods (Dar 1986:142-45; I. Finkelstein 1989:60). Once
certain villages became involved in trade with Canaanite cities they en
hanced their power and reputation by providing new products and new
markets for the villages. Their growing wealth, in turn, purchased support
and created an aura of leadership which would eventually become custom
ary for them and their designated representatives (Kipp and Schortman
1989: 379) . Ultimately, the struggle to maintain or expand the population
and the trade connections of the villages led to skirmishes with the Canaan
ite cities and their caravans. Both trade networks and military activities
then provided the opportunity for leaders, such as Saul and David, to rise
to positions of greater authority, taking advantage of the increased ad
ministrative needs of the allied village populations.
In other areas, however, the friction between the Hebrew villages and
outsiders was immediate and violent. Economic growth, population pres
sures, political threat, and the encroaching Hebrew settlements all contrib
uted to the Philistines ' desire to establish firm control over the Hebrews
(1 Sam 4:1-11 ; I. Finkelstein 1985:172-73) . There were also continued incur
sions into Hebrew villages by the Midianites (Judg 6:2-6) , land disputes with
the Ammonites (Judg 11:4-33) , Moabite taxes (Judg 3:12-15) , and the raids
of the Amalekites (1 S am 15:2; 30:1-20).
Trickery was a favorite weapon in the Hebrew arsenal. When the villagers
of Judah surrendered Samson to the Philistines this may have been a
strategy to position him as their own secret weapon in the camp of the
enemy (Judg 15:9-17) . Continuing clashes with the Philistines reinforced the
necessity for a centralized leadership and made it less likely that Saul could
disband the tribes and return his power to the elders (Gottwald 1979:415;
1983:31) . Eglon of Moab attempted to expand his rule over the Hebrew
villages just north of Jerusalem (Judg 3:12-14) . He allied himself with the
Amalekites and the Ammonites to occupy the City of the Palms at Jericho
and use it as a base to collect supplies from the villages of Benj amin
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nearby. Eglon's warriors took what little the villages would have been able
to raise and kept them at a subsistence level, unable to expand their
population or fields .
The Midianites and Amalekites raided the farms and vineyards o f the
Hebrew villages which fought back with ingenious strategies like grinding
grain in a wine press to keep the raiders from knowing the grain harvest
was completed (Judg 6 :11) . These deceptions were designed to foil the
encroaching people and form the basis of resistance movements led by
creative leaders like Gideon.
One unresolved military crisis after the other provided strong support
for the idea of strong-man rule, represented by S aul and later David
(I. Finkelstein 1989 : 63) . In order to protect their property and their house
holds , the elders were willing to relinquish a portion of their authority.
Perhaps they believed it would be a temporary solution. However, the
stakes were higher now. No longer could one chief or one group of Hebrew
villages defend themselves against the combined forces of their enemies
(2 Sam 10: 6) .
The Hebrews finally broke out o f their circumscription early in David's
reign and began to occupy, purchase, or conquer new land east, west, and
south of their old land in the hills (2 Sam 8; Edelman 1988:257) . Portions of
these lands , along with those taken from Saul's family on David's accession
to the throne, provided the wealth needed to support the palace. Other
pieces would have been parceled out to friends (1 S am 8 : 14 ; 22:7-8; 2 Sam
9:7; 14:30; 1 Kgs 2:26; Luria 1969-70:16-18) and supporters of the monarch
to strengthen the political network in the country and establish control over
the economy of the region (Weinfeld 1970: 184-85 ; Earle 1987:294) . In doing
this, David followed the pattern set by other ancient Near Eastern mon
archs, including his former Philistine patron, Achish of G ath, who had
granted him the village of Ziklag (Rainey 1966:31-37; Postgate 1969; Mettin
ger 1971:84 ) .
N o monarch h a d the legal right t o confiscate lands . Thus, i n Samuel
Kings, David purchases the threshing floor from Araunah the Jebusite for
fifty shekels of silver, and in a later period Omri purchases the hill of
Samaria from Shemer as the site of his new capital city (2 Sam 24:21-24;
1 Kgs 16:24) . When Ahab and Jezebel make Naboth an offer for his vineyard
next to the royal estate, he exercises his right to refuse (1 Kgs 21:1-4;
Andersen 1966:45-57) . Eventually, Jezebel and Ahab confiscate Naboth's
land after he is executed for treason, but Elij ah the prophet indicts Ahab
both for killing and taking possession (1 Kgs 21:19). While monarchs could
legally confiscate the land of a traitor, Ahab and Jezebel' s involvement in
the murder of Naboth make them subj ect to the j urisdiction of Yahweh
and the Divine Assembly (Ben-Barak 1988:85; Mettinger 1971:82; Matthews
1988b:524-25; 1991:214-15) .
Solomon began the integration o f the new land acquired b y David. From
his time on, the monarchs of ancient Israel all constructed monumental

158

SOCIAL WORLD OF ANCIENT ISRAEL

public works and fortifications (1 Kgs 9 : 10-21) . Forts were built along
Israel' s southern border in the Negeb and along its western border at sites
like Khirbet el-Marj ameh ( Cohen 1979; I. Finkelstein 1988b:245) . Inside the
state, monumental gates and casemate walls were installed at Gezer, Razor,
and Megiddo. By the end of Solomon's reign sometime after 925 BCE, the
evolution of Israel as villages into Israel as a state became complete.

12
The Monarch

L

ike the village, the state (;i�'?tltl, mamliikdh) in
the world of the Bible was a society designed to feed and protect its people.
Like the village, it distributed its political, economic, diplomatic, legal, and
educational power to various social institutions (Carneiro 1981:69). States
form in two ways. When a state evolves without internal or external
pressure, sociologists refer to the process as "pristine state formation" (Fried
1967:227-42; Frick 1985: 32 ) . When it forms as a reaction to crisis, as it did
in ancient Israel, they refer to the process as " secondary state formation. "
The Israel which existed as a state from 1000 to 587 BCE was different from
the Israel which existed as villages from 1250 to 1000 BCE. Villages were
egalitarian and subsistence societies, even though their households were
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not all equal. Some were patrons who exercised power of their own, some
were clients who benefited from the power of others. But the power of
households in a village was carefully balanced so that the disparity between
patrons and clients was slight. Even when its actual j urisdiction was indefi
nitely ceded to another, no household ever lost its legal right to land and
children (Chaney 1983:71) . The state, on the other hand, was a totalitarian
and surplus society. Its cities and villages were more heterogeneous, and
consequently, there was a stark contrast in a state between the rich and
the poor (Hopkins 1983: 201) . Patrons had rights and responsibilities beyond
those of their clients and it was their aim to maintain or to widen these
differences as a means of protecting their privileges and power (Fried
1978 : 36) .
Nevertheless, the reformation of ancient Israel as a state was not a
complete break with the traditions of ancient Israel as villages (pace Noth
1960: 165; Bright 1981:187-89) . Like the tribe, the state was a centralized or
command society (Heilbroner 1962:9-44; Claessen and Skalnik 1978: 17-22;
Service 1975 :16). And like the villages in a tribe, the cities and villages in a
state constantly reevaluated the cost of their compliance with its demands.
Whenever their losses in self-sufficiency outweighed their gains, they se
ceded (Haas 1982:168-69) .
In some ways the state was a more friendly society than the tribe, because
it restored some benefits of village life which the tribe eliminated (Talmon
1980: 247-48 n. 17) . While the centralization of power in a chief was essen
tial to deliver the tribe from its enemies in the short term, it became
devastating to the people in the long term. Theoretically, in the state, all
power remained centralized but, in practice , day-to-day affairs were man
aged by local officials. And theoretically, the authority of the state relied on
police power, but soldiers were segregated from civilians, and therefore the
state achieved at least a semblance of local autonomy. The book of Judges
looks with admiration on the chiefs who fought to keep the people free. But
it also admits that to go b ack to the chaotic days of village society would
be suicidal, because "in those days there was no king in Israel; every man
did what was right in his own eyes" (Judg 21:25) .
Hebrew villages supplemented farming and herding by raiding caravans.
Initially, the impact of these raids was negligible, as was the impact of
military reprisals taken against the villages. The villagers were not strong
or numerous enough to do serious damage to caravan trade, and the
standing armies of the day were not equipped to operate in the hills. But,
in time, raiders began taking an increasing toll. Following the war between
Ramses III (1194-1163 BCE) and the Sea Peoples, the Sea Peoples took over
the trade lanes between Egypt and Damascus. The Philistines (Egyptian:
perasata; ci.Flrtf'?E!, peliStim; Greek: <puf.vto"'tt'fµ and af.vM<pu/.voc;) , as the Bible
refers to the Sea People s , operated easily in the hills. Their search-and
destroy campaign against the Hebrew villages was relentless. Again and
again, they outclassed the warriors mustered by the Hebrews. By the time
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they massacred Saul and his warriors on Gilboa, victory over the Hebrews
was virtually complete.
Faced with annihilation, Israel began the transformation from village to
state. The decentralized village way of life gave way to a centralized state.
As Israel's first monarch (ij'?�. melek) , David raised a standing army to
protect its borders. He forged a network of specialized cities and villages
which produced and distributed goods year-round. He negotiated covenants
for military assistance and trade. He promulgated a code of law adminis
tered by full-time judges. And he commissioned teachers and architects to
execute the vision of the state in buildings, literature, and other arts.
The key to the successful operation of a state was its bureaucracy, whose
makeup and complexity clearly distinguished it from a tribe (Flannery
1972: 403; Fried 1967: 229; Whybray 1990: 133-39; Frick 1985 :203) . As many
as ten different kinds of bureaucracies have been reconstructed by anthro
pologists (Ahlstrom 1982; Malamat 1965 :34-65; Van Selms 1957: 118-23;
Earle 1989:84-88) . The redistribution of power from village to state is ap
parent in the contrast between the titles of the leaders in the tribe led by
Saul (2 Sam 2 : 8-9; Edelman 1985:88-89) and those in the state of David and
Solomon (1 Kgs 4 : 1-19 ) . The titles of S aul's officials are almost all familial.
Jonathan is Saul's son (1 S am 13:2) and Abner is the son of Saul's uncle
(1 Sam 14:50) . Few of Solomon's officials carry family titles . Jehoshaphat is
recorder and herald. The sons of Seraiah are chief scribes (2 Sam 8 : 17 ; 1 Kgs
4 : 2-6) . Adoniram is the director of public labor.

Standing Army
The first sign of the conversion from village to state appeared in the
restructuring of the tribe into an army (Talmon 1980: 240-44) . In Samuel
Kings, David is courageous in battle, cunning in strategy, and loyal to those
who fought alongside him. He rises to power as a chief when he answers
the call of the warriors who muster to defend their villages from the
Philistines. And, as a chief, he is surrounded by brothers, sons, and the sons
of uncles (1 Sam 22: 1-2; 2 Sam 8 : 16 ; 13:32; 17:25; 1 Chron 2:16). But David
is also aware of the limitations of the tribe. Without completely abandoning
the old ways of defending the people, David begins to centralize the tribe.
He alters the way in which plunder is distributed; he hires professional
soldiers; and he borrows command patterns from the standing army of
Egypt to create a cadre called the "Thirty, " which was ready to counter the
first Philistine threat. At one point, he distributes command between Joab
and Abishai, who are Hebrews, and Ittai of Gath, who is a covenant partner
(2 Sam 18:2) . At another point, he distributes command between a com
mander, the three, the commander of the royal bodyguard, and a group of
lesser officers (2 S am 23:8-39; 1 Chron 11:10-47; Na' aman 1988:79 ; Ahl
strom 1982: 27) . Again David makes his appointments from both Hebrews
and non-Hebrews (Rosenberg 1986: 165-68) . Benaiah, the commander of the
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royal bodyguard, is a covenant partner, while Joab is a Hebrew (2 Sam
20:23; Ishida 1982 : 185; Halpern 198la:243 ) .
The command structure of the army continues to be refined throughout
the reign of David and Solomon (Frick 1985:79) . Solomon's elimination of
Joab sent a clear signal that he would not be restricted by former loyalties,
as does the exile of Abiathar for his association with S olomon's rival Ado
nij ah (Heaton 1974:50-51; Ishida 1982 : 186). From time to time, the tribes of
old still mustered warriors to defend their villages. But once Israel became
a state, it was the monarch as commander-in-chief of its standing army who
was charged with its defense and expansion.

Production and Distribution
Secondary state formation in Israel was not solely a reaction to the
military threat posed by the Philistines, the Ammonites, the Moabites, the
Amalekites, and the Midianites. The most important crisis which gave birth
to the state was agricultural. The fragile nature of the environment made
it impossible for some villages to compete. Consequently, they j oined more
efficient villages. Burgeoning economic opportunities and the growing mar
ket in new horticultural products increased population. More and more land
was reclaimed and a smaller and smaller ruling elite wielded all the power
(Kipp and Schortman 1989:371; Carneiro 1981:68) . By 1000 BCE Hebrew
villages in the hills had developed all the land available fo r farming and
herding, but they still needed a more centralized, more efficient, and more
aggressive social system to protect their land and feed their children (Hal
pern 198lb:62-63, 84-85; Frick 1985:99-189) .
Villages were made up o f households working the same land, exploiting
the same natural resources, and facing the same common enemies. There
was too much repetition. Every village produced virtually the same prod
ucts. When the growing or herding season was good for one village it was
good for all the villages. But when war, famine, or epidemic destroyed the
economy of one village it soon affected the economies of all the rest. States
combined villages and cities over a much broader region whose natural
resources and external dangers were more diverse (Frick 1985:203) . The
number of actual square miles in a state was not nearly as important as its
number of ecological zones (Hopkins 1983: 193-94) .
By incorporating more than one ecological zone, a state insured itself
against adverse changes in natural resources , weather, and climate. With
more than one zone, it expanded crop rotation within a single environment
to rotating and mixing from one environment to the other. At its economic
peak Israel comprised at least four major ecological zones (Hopkins 1985:5376) . There were plains along the coasts, the hills west of the Jordan River,
the valley cut by the Jordan River and the Dead Sea, and the high plains
east of the Jordan River. As is clear from Ruth, crop failure in the hills of
Judah does not affect the harvest on the plains of Moab to the east, and an
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epidemic on the plains of Moab does not spread to the villages in the hills
of Judah (Ruth 1 : 1-22).
To take control of production and distribution, states collected taxes from
villages and cities in return for improving their infrastructure (Steponaitis:
nos. 1, 2, 9 , cited in Earle 1989: 84-88 ) . The pressure which states brought
to bear on agriculture varied as needs varied, and as the power of the state
to carry out its land reform varied (Hopkins 1983:194) . Not all state policies
brousht the government into direct control of agriculture (Dybdahl 1981:
39-123) . In some cases the state allowed villages to remain in control of
production as long as they met their quotas (2 Chron 27: 5 ; Chaney 1981:1112; Malamat 1979:173-86) . The state did not destroy the internal diversity
of its villages and cities, but capitalized on the uniqueness of each.
The role of David and Solomon in the specialization of Israel' s economy
is reflected in the lists of their officials (Heaton 1974:47; Cody 1965 :381-93) .
These officials managed and controlled production and distribution of goods
from the land once supervised by the fathers of village households (Zagarell
1986:420 ) . Hushai and Ahithophel are friends of the king or royal advisors
(2 Sam 15: 12, 32-37) . There is also a chief steward, which although well
known in Egypt, was a new office for Israel (Mettinger 1971:63-65) . His job
was to oversee the palace and state lands, maintaining their productivity
and profitability (Heaton 1974: 49-50; Mettinger 1971:78-79) . The director
of public labor was a powerful official who drafted men and women from
the villages to perform public works (1 Kgs 5 : 13-17; Mettinger 1971:9) . And
there were assistant directors who recruited workers in particular districts.
Jeroboam, the son of Nebat, had " charge over all the forced labor of the
house of Joseph, " and used his power to take over most of the land north
of Jerusalem after Solomon's death (1 Kgs 11:26-28; 12:20). His familiarity with
state bureaucracy enabled him to make a smooth transition to the new state.
Israel as a state was generally successful. Agricultural yields increased as
villages became more efficient in using their land and labor. Its command
economy created regional specialization and a consistent surplus (Frick
1985:196-204; Service 1978: 31-32 ) . S olomon, for example, divided the state
into twelve districts (1 Kgs 4 : 1-19 ) . The state also introduced technology in
the construction of terraced fields, plastered cisterns, and, eventually, in the
use of iron (Waldbaum 1978 : 27) . With these resources the state constructed
an elaborate infrastructure of roads, fortresses, and public buildings, and
initiated j oint economic ventures with the Phoenicians (1 Kgs 9:10-21, 26-28) .
Soon the state dominated the economy (Kipp and Schortman 1989 : 373) .
Some state projects were more successful than others. David' s chief steward,
for example, was unable to deal with j ealousies over the increased influence
of the newly annexed areas and the expanded state lands . Furthermore,
opposition to taxes and public labor led to the revolts of Amnon, Absalom,
and Adonij ah against David, and later against Solomon and Rehoboam
(1 Kgs 12:4) .
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Foreign Covenants
The boundaries of villages were ill-defined. States , on the other hand, had
clearly defined borders. Ideally, they were marked by clear geographical
features such as rivers or ranges of mountains. Samuel-Kings, for example,
describes the borders of Israel as Dan in the north, where the Jordan river
emerged from a powerful spring at the foot of Mount Hermon, and Beer
sheba in the south, where the last year-round wells can be fo und in the
Negeb (1 Kgs 4 : 25; 1 Chron 21:2) .
To exercise power beyond state borders , monarchs negotiated covenants.
Most were military alliances or trade agreements. The genre of covenant in
the Bible parallels the general pattern and technical legal language of the
Hittite treaty in many ways. The Treaty of Ramses II and Hattusilis III
following the Battle of Kadesh in 1280 BCE is a textbook for treaty style and
language. Standard Hittite treaties contain at least six components (McCar
thy 1972 : 12) . They open by giving the credentials of the signatories to the
treaty and issuing a new and official history of the conflict. Then they lay
out the terms. These are followed by a list of witnesses to the treaty, a litany
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�

THE MONARCH

165

of curses for treaty violations and blessings for treaty compliance, and
finally, provisions to record and promulgate the treaty.
The history presents the official background to the conflict, which the
covenant now settles. Ramses and Hattusilis, for example, declare that
Egypt and Hatti are officially at peace with one another and legally identify
their states as brothers (t:ii n �. 'a�im). They promise not to attack or raid one
another and to come to each others defense when either fa ces armed revolt
or is attacked by another state (Gen 13:8-18) . They also recognize one
another' s beloved sons and promise to provide military support to insure
that these heirs to the throne will be crowned when their patrons died. They
also agree to extradite fugitives and runaway slaves (CH articles 15-20) .
And finally, Ramses and Hattusilis conclude their treaty b y blessing com
pliance with land and population.
The trade agreements which monarchs negotiated with other states pro
vided for the exchange of goods and preferential treatment for each other' s
caravans. Money did n o t come into general u s e i n the ancient Near East
until the Persians (modern Iran) developed internationally recognized coin
age after 537 BCE. When precious metals were used in trade before then,
they were not coined, but bullion. The three most common mediums of
exchange in the Mediterranean world were grain, wine, and olive oil.
Covenant partners also exchanged wives , troops, and temples. In diplo
matic marriages, a woman from the royal household in one state married
the monarch of the other. Their relationship was a physical symbol of the
unification which the covenant brought about between their two states.
These marriages highlighted the role of the covenant in fulfilling the re
sponsibility of the monarch for the children or population of the state.
Diplomatic wives exercised significant power in both the state ruled by their
parents and in the state of their husband. They were responsible for seeing
that the stipulations of the covenant were fulfilled and that all the goods
and services promised were, in fact, exchanged. It was also their responsi
bility to see that the markets in their husbands' states continued to need
products from the state of their parents. Because even small states negoti
ated covenants with many neighboring states, monarchs had many wives
(Berlin 1982) . Harems in the world of the Bible were not an indication of
the sexual appetite of the king but the diplomatic stature of the state.
Diplomatic wives competed with one another not just for the sexual atten
tion of the king but for the markets in which to sell the goods and services
from the state of their parents.
Soldiers stationed by one state inside the border of its covenant partner
ratified the promise of the two states to defend one another. They signified
the importance of the covenant in fulfilling the responsibility of the mon
arch to protect the land. Soldiers also provided intelligence to their home
countries on the military strength and tactics of their allies, and served as
officers for any additional troops deployed to help their covenant partners
in the event of a crisis .
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The sanctuaries which covenant partners built in each other's countries
were not simply chapels for expatriates. They were symbols of the ability of
two people to live as one. A temple was not a building in which a congre
gation gathered to pray like synagogues, churches, or mosques today. A
temple was the residence of a member of the divine assembly; it was the
house of a god. Building the house of the divine patron of one state along
side the house of the divine patron of another modeled the goal of the
covenant to allow the people of one state to live alongside the people of
another. If two members of the divine assembly could peacefully live side
by side, hopefully, so could the people whom they had created and protected.
The protocol which monarchs followed in obtaining covenant partners
across their borders was carefully designed to allow them to better feed and
protect their states. It was refined to produce the best results for both
monarchs . Monarchs of Israel and Judah negotiated covenants in a sincere
effort to fulfill their commission as the stewards of Yahweh. By distributing
the power to negotiate covenants to their monarchs, states could be blessed
with a good life if their monarchs were just. But they could just as easily be
enslaved by monarchs who were not. Consequently, while Israel and Judah
empowered their monarchs to negotiate covenants, they also empowered
prophets to monitor the monarchs so that they would use their power to
enrich Israel rather than enslave it.
� The pioneers of early Israel came from Egypt and its covenant partners in
Syria-Palestine. These states were efficient but cruel. When Egypt' s empire
collapsed, villagers and slaves from the plains along the Mediterranean
coast settled the hills west of the Jordan River and north of Jerusalem. Their
way of life integrated prohibitions against the social institutions which had
caused them so much pain and suffering. Consequently, Israel as villages
was a culture without monarchs, without taxes, without soldiers, and
without slaves. When Israel became a state with monarchs, taxes, soldiers,
and slaves, it commissioned the prophets to safeguard the ideals on which
early Israel was incorporated. For the prophets, covenants with other states
threatened Israel' s commitment to the ideals of its ancestors. While mon
archs considered covenants part of their stewardship to feed and protect the
people, prophets generally considered them as contrary to the divine cove
nant with Yahweh. For the prophets, Israel had only one covenant, and
that covenant was with Yahweh, who would feed and protect it. Covenants
with other states implied that Yahweh either could not or would not take
care of Israel. Furthermore, they burdened Israel with the same kind of
taxes, soldiers, and slavery from which its ancestors fled, and filled Jerusa
lem with temples for foreign gods.

Codes of Law
Breakdowns in cooperation between the households of a village were
resolved by an assembly of elders. Village assemblies continued to arbitrate
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the indictments brought by one household against another even after Israel
became a state. But they could not resolve all the crises which developed in
a state, especially those which arose from a monarch's need to tax the
surplus of the villages and cities of the state, and draft its men and women
to serve as soldiers and to work on public projects. So, at their coronations,
monarchs regularly promulgated a code of law for the state. Codes of law
served much the same purpose as the platform of a candidate running for
president in the United States today. No code of law was completely new,
nor was it the personal invention of a particular monarch. Monarchs
promulgated law codes to update traditional patterns of taxation and con
scription. They outlined the responsibilities of the villages and cities to the
state and the procedures which the state would follow to guarantee their
compliance. These procedures were overseen by a state covenant system.
But unlike assemblies made up of the fathers of households who temporarily
convened to hear complaints, state courts were served by full-time judges
appointed by the monarch.
While the ideal of the monarch as a lawgiver remained a cherished ideal,
state courts were only modestly successful in keeping the peace. David' s
state had been held together b y his personality and the network o f social
and economic ties which he constructed before and after becoming king in
Jerusalem (1 Sam 25:39-43; 30:26-31 ; 2 Sam 5:13-16; 8:3-12; Edelman 1988:
254-55; I. Finkelstein 1988b:250-51) . Solomon inherited David' s state, but
he had to deal quickly with the reality that the military threat which had
helped David keep the dissident elements in line was no longer present
(1 Kgs 5:4). This necessitated an almost frenzied policy of construction
projects, new economic ventures, and the extraction of resources which
could be redistributed internally and externally. A perception of power was
the result, but also a perception of tyranny, which eventually could not be
balanced and led to the division of the state (1 Kgs 12:4; Soggin 1982: 266-67;
Kipp and Schortman 1989: 380) . Remarkably, revolts against the state did
not result in a return to the village society. Even after Jeroboam revolted
against Solomon, he used Solomon's state as a model for his own . Both
states continued to expand their bureaucracies to control all aspects of
production, distribution, worship, and judicial affairs (1 Kgs 12:26-33 ; 2 Kgs
23:1-20; 2 Chron 19: 4-11) .

Public Education
Monarchs, like chiefs, used liturgy and storytelling to legalize their cen
tralization of power and solicit both divine and human endorsements (Step
onaitis: nos. 7, 8, cited in Earle 1989: 84-88) . State ideology argued that the
divine order of things depended on the monarch. Signs of the status of the
ruling elite included their use of exotic items and symbols such as clothing,
seals, and court language (Earle 1989:85; Wright 1984:54-55) . Annual fes
tivals placed a divine stamp of approval on the monarch and the bureau-
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cracy of the state to guarantee support from the people. Campaigns to unite
villages into a state often divided loyalties. Unless monarchs followed their
victories in war with victories in public education, their states would collapse.
Following their coronation, monarchs begin the process of consolidation
in which literature plays an important role. The educational policies of the
monarch, unlike those of the chief, were not limited to storytelling and
ritual. Monarchs throughout the ancient Near East made extensive use of
architecture to promote the ideology of the state. Public building programs
were symbols of power. Monumental architecture like forts, gates, temples,
and warehouses graphically represented the ability of the monarch to
protect the people and to provide them with a sense of national power and
prosperity (Whitelam 1986: 169; Dever 1982:290-95) .
David set the pattern for the royal ideology followed by later monarchs
(Fox 1973:41-42) . He turned Jerusalem into a royal city (2 Sam 5 : 6-12 ) . He
prepared to build a state temple for the ark of the covenant (2 Sam 7:1-3) ,
and he commissioned officials to develop a state literature and liturgy (1 Kgs
4 : 20-21, 34; 5 : 3-5; 9:20-22; 10:23-29) . David's policy of territorial expan
sion, a developed bureaucracy, and a capital city within an increasingly
heterogeneous population identified him as the monarch of a state (I.
Finkelstein 1989: 48; Flanagan 1981:67) . When he first made Jerusalem the
capital of Israel, David quickly moved to identify his victory and his right
to rule as springing from Yahweh' s favor. He did this by bringing the ark
of the covenant to that city, j oining its power with his claims to legitimacy
(2 Sam 6; Whitelam 1989 : 121) . The centerpiece of David' s state ideology was
the land grant formula which established an everlasting covenant between
Yahweh and David. Yahweh adopted David as firstborn with all its atten
dant privileges (2 Sam 7:8-16; Mendelsohn 1960:38-40; Paul 1979-80:178) .
The adoption formula was a liturgical endorsement o f the eternal right of
the household of David to rule Israel (Weinfeld 1970: 191) .
Solomon further solidified the state. He promoted the worship of Yahweh
by constructing the Jerusalem Temple and installing a priesthood, headed
by Zadok, who was loyal to his household (1 Kgs 2 : 35 ; 6-8 ) . Jerusalem and,
by extension, the household of David, became the sacred center of the state
(Miller and Hayes 1986:203-4) . The centerpiece of S olomon' s state ideology
describes him using a strategy first employed by Saul, as he draws internal
boundaries dividing the state into twelve districts (1 Kgs 4:7-28; 9 :15-23;
Edelman 1985: 85-91) . S ome boundaries simply redefine old tribal territories,
some subdivide tribes like Manasseh and Ephraim, and some incorporate
new non-Israelite lands (Heaton 1974:53; Mettinger 1971:112-18; Stager
1985:24) . Theoretically, each district had to make provision for one month
in the year for state expenses (Mettinger 1971: 123-24; Heaton 1974:54 ) .
Practically, because of differences i n climate and the amount of arable land
available in each district, such a program could not work economically.
Therefore, the list does not reflect an economic policy but characterizes
Solomon as the ideal or wise monarch. The Solomonic ideal also appears in
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the record of his marriages, massive animal sacrifices, huge stables , and
stories like the Parable of the Prostitutes (1 Kgs 3:16-28; 8:63; Miller and
Hayes 1986:195) .

The Monarch in the Stories of Meriba 'al
(2 Sam 9:1-13; 16:1-4; 19:24-30)
The dynamics of state formation in general, and in ancient Israel in
particular, are a fascinating study. There is no single story in the Bible
which can serve as a case study of state formation in Israel as a whole, but
many different stories offer a glimpse into one facet or the other of the
process. One of these windows on the monarchy appears in the stories of
Meriba' al (2 Sam 9 : 1-13; 16:1-4; 19:24-30) . These stories profile David forg
ing a specialized network of cities and villages to produce and distribute
goods year-round (Hopkins 1983:193-97) .
In the Bible today , the stories of Meriba'al are part of the argument in
Samuel-Kings that the household of Solomon, rather than the household
of Absalom, should rule Israel. Meriba' al is the father of the household of
Saul to which David once belonged and which supported the household of
Absalom against Solomon for control of Israel. The stories of Meriba' al
begin when David decides to review its status. David tells Ziba that he
wishes to show "kindness" to Saul, using a technical expression for his
determination to renegotiate the covenant between their households (Gen
21:22-24; 1 S am 20:8; 2 Sam 9 : 1-7; 10:2; 20:14-16; Kenik 1983:58-72 ) .
The struggle between the households of S aul and David for control of
Israel was suspended after the battle of Gilboa where the Philistines massa
cred Saul and Jonathan. Long before his death, Jonathan transferred his
status as heir of the household of Saul to David (1 Sam 18:1-5; Ishida, ed.
1982:79 ) . And Saul confirmed the transfer by allowing David to marry his
daughter Michal (1 Sam 18:20-29 ) . But at the time of their deaths, David
had neither the need, nor the power to take over the household. So, he
simply froze its assets. Therefore, Meriba ' al is " crippled in his feet" (2 Sam
9:3) , " a dead dog" (2 Sam 9:8) , and "lame in both his feet" (1 Sam 9 : 13) .
Since "feet" in the world of the Bible is a euphemism for male genitals and
a phallic symbol of power, the use of these phrases here may indicate that
Meriba' al is not simply unable to walk, but the household of Saul no longer
works land and gives birth to children in Israel.
David interrogates Meriba ' al to determine if he is supporting a contender
for the throne. When David calls Meriba'al by name at the beginning of his
hearing , he wants to know whether Meriba'al answers to him or to one of
his sons. Meriba ' al says: "I am your servant, " thereby pledging that the
household of Saul will support only the heir designated by David.
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David then recognizes Meriba'al as the heir to the household of Saul. The
royal decree not only acknowledges Meriba' al' s pledge of allegiance, but
also preempts his campaign to increase control of the household by conspir
ing with one of David' s sons. But David does not permit him to exercise his
authority immediately. Instead he assigns Meriba'al to "eat at my table"
(2 Sam 9 :7) . David sanctions the title of Meriba'al to the land of his house
hold (Lev 25: 8-55 ; Num 27; Jer 32:6-7; Hos 5 :10) , while effectively guaran
teeing that he cannot use the power against him. It is unlikely David could
have done anything else at this point and kept the support of the people
(Ben-Barak 1981: 83 ) .
Monarchs bring leaders to eat a t their tables for two purposes: location
and indoctrination (Dan 1 : 1-10 ) . With Meriba'al at his table, David always
knows where he is and has regular opportunity to teach Meriba' al how to
support state policy. Patron states today still bring leaders from client states
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to the mother country for education and military training. As in David's
time, the policy facilitates the control which patrons exercise in the states
of their clients.

Finally, until David is satisfied that Meriba'al is loyal enough to exercise
the actual authority of father of the household, Ziba will act as his legal
guardian to "till the land for him" and "bring in the produce" (2 Sam 9 : 10) .
In the villages of Israel, when the father of a household died without an
heir, the tribe appointed a legal guardian. By appointing Ziba to administer
Saul's property, David uses the tradition of the legal guardian to confiscate
the land of Saul. Ziba becomes a state official (1 Chron 6:39-66; 1 Kgs 10:28) ,
and serves David as the " husband' s brother" (Deut 25: 5-10) for the house
hold. Consequently, Ziba works for David, not Meriba'al. To carry out his
responsibility, Ziba negotiates fifteen major labor contracts and twenty
minor contracts.
In the reorganization of the household of Saul, David is not a philanthro
pist granting Meriba'al a benefice whose revenue will pay for his upkeep.
David is a monarch renegotiating his covenant with a household to put it
back into production by transferring it to the state (Borowski 1979; Hopkins
1983:193-94) . But despite his suspicions that Meriba'al is conspiring against
him, David himself does not shame Meriba ' al, but instead allows him to
remain father of the household under the supervision of a legal guardian.
Declaring Meriba' al incompetent to feed and protect the household of Saul
simply allows David to increase its production and distribution as part of a
state network (Sahlins 1968:76; Lenski 1970 :263; Chaney 1981:17) . He also
wants to bring Saul's former supporters to his side (Ben-Barak 1981:77;
Mccarter 1984:264-65) .
In some o f the episodes, the name "Meriba'al, " which is a label o f honor,
has been purposefully caricatured to "Mephibosheth, " which is a label of
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shame. At the adoption of Meriba'al as heir to the household of Saul,
Jonathan celebrated his son as the "word" (,El�. mippi) or "messiah" (ii�.
m eri) of Yahweh (?li3, ba 'al) . But because it sided with the household of
Absalom in its revolt against David, later storytellers labeled Meriba'al as
"Mephibosheth , " or a " sentence [,El�. mippi] of death" (rlrD3, bOset) for the
household of Saul (Mccarter 1984 : 128) . The label deprived the household of
Saul of all its rights and privileges in Israel.
It was not the first time David appointed a legal guardian for the house
hold of a rival. He had used the same tactic to confiscate the land of Uriah
the Hittite (2 Sam 11:1-27) . Subsequent monarchs in Israel and Judah follow
suit. Ahab and Jezebel use this tradition to confiscate the land of Naboth
(1 Kgs 21:1-29 ) . But it is Solomon, who most successfully brings land under
state control (1 Kgs 4 : 7-19; 5 :13-18; 9:10-28) .
The abuse o f power evidenced b y this state policy i s the target o f a verdict
against the Monarchs of Israel in Ezekiel (Ezek 34:1-16) . The verdict indicts
monarchs who foreclose on the property of households in financial diffi
culty, not to reorganize them, but to seize their lands for the state (Ezek
34:17-18; Allen 1990: 163; Brueggemann 1977:71-89) .
When David renegotiates his covenant with the household o f Saul i n the
opening episodes of the stories of Meriba'al he carries out only one stage of
the protocol used by monarchs in the world of the Bible to centralize
production and distribution in the state. As the stories continue, however,
they reflect subsequent steps which monarchs take to tighten their control.

Stories of Meriba'al
(2. Sam 1 6: 1 -4,a1.1thors' translation)
When David had passed> a little. beyortd the sum� it [of the
Mount of Olives as . he retreated. from Jerusalem],Ziba the slave
met him with two donkeys, carr,ying two hundred ; loaves of
bread, one hundred .. bunches of. raisins, one hundred strings of
dried summer. fruit, and one· skin .· of wine.

The king asked, "What is all . this?'' Ziba re, pli ed,. " Jhe � �nkeys
.
are for the king to ride, the bread and • summer fruit are . for his
warriors to . eat, and the wine is medicine for his casualties who
faint . in the desert to drink."

Then the king asked, "And whereJs Meriba�al?" "He stayed .in
Jerusalem," Ziba repl.i ed, "for he said, 'Today Israel will once
again belong to the household of Saul.' "
Then the king said to Ziba, "The. household of Saul is yours."
And Ziba said, "I put . my face in the dirt and your foot on my
neck. You are my patron and . my king. Your 'Vish is my command."
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Samuel-Kings recounts three attempts to overthrow David; one by Am
non, one by Absalom, and one by Adonij ah. Absalom almost succeeds.
When Absalom marches on Jerusalem, David orders a strategic retreat from
the city. Since he does not know who in Jerusalem remains loyal to him,
he withdraws from the city assuming that only his followers will come with
him. Meriba'al is one of those whose loyalties are unmasked (2 Sam 16:1-4) .
Meriba'al remains i n Jerusalem, while Ziba departs. Ziba not only follows
David into the field, but he also pays the taxes due to the state from the
household of Saul at the precise moment when David and his soldiers need
them most.
States tax their cities and villages in order to defend them and to maintain
strong markets for their produce (Lenski 1970:268 ) . Tax rates are variable .
During wartime, for example, states assess the households on the basis of
how many rations ('?:'.)��. ma'a f5al; ;i�p . qema�) the troops necessary to
protect the households require (2 Chron 11:11; 1 Chron 12: 41) . The register
of rations which Ziba delivers to David and his troops is a key to the size of
the military contingent protecting S aul' s farms and herds. It invoices typical
commodities taxed by the state: "loaves of bread, . . . strings of raisins, a
hundred summer fruit, and a skin of wine" (2 Sam 16:1-2) . Grain, wine, and
olive oil are the most common items taxed and traded in the world of the
Bible because they can be appraised, stored, transported, and rationed
(Hopkins 1983:196; Borowski 1979:171) . The same commodities appear else
where in the Bible (1 Sam 25:18; 1 Kgs 5 :25; Ezek 27:17; 2 Chron 11:11; 1
Chron 12:41) .
Donkeys are not typical tax commodities . For farmers, livestock was an
asset; for tax collectors, however, it was a liability (Hopkins 1983:197;
LaBianca 1979; Antoun 1972; Moore 1972: 2-3 ) . Farmers herded livestock to
insure their households against crop failure and to supplement available
human labor (Hopkins 1985:245-50) . However, it was too inconvenient for
tax collectors to appraise, store, transport, and ration. Nonetheless, the tax
stamp formula "for the king' s household" (i1'?Wi1 I'P!l'? , zebe� hammelek) iden
tifies the team as a tax payment, not simply transportation for the payment.
The tax stamp "for the monarch" appears regularly on storage j ars recov
ered by archaeologists, which contained grain, wine, or olive oil paid by
households to the state as taxes (Hopkins 1983:199-200; Borowski 1979:4849; Lance 1971:315-32; Ealy and Tushingham 1971:23-35; Paul and Dever,
eds. 1974 : 186; Diringer 1949:82; Yadin 1961:6-12; Lapp 1960: 11-22; Ussish
kin 1976 : 1-13) .
David rewards Ziba for his loyalty b y removing Meriba'al a s father o f the
household of Saul and designating Ziba to replace him (Mettinger 1971:86) .
Ziba is no longer simply the legal guardian of the household, he is the
father. Although the village assembly follows a lengthy process of discovery
and oral testimony in its due process, the court martial of the state does not
(Exod 23:1-2; Deut 1 : 17; 13:14). As a magistrate, David listens to the testi
mony of Ziba and makes a decision in the case. David' s actions have
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precedents in traditions from states like Alalakh and Ugarit where the lands
of traitors were also taken over by the monarch (Ben-Barak 1981:85-86).
In the final episode of the stories of Meriba'al, David makes another
attempt to stabilize the relationship between his household and the house
hold of Saul (2 Sam 19:24-30) . During his hearing, Meriba'al accuses Ziba
of treason, and professes his own loyalty to David. He testifies that he was
not in sympathy with Absalom and goes on to argue that he planned to
leave Jerusalem and work for David, but that he had been deceived into
staying behind by Ziba.
David appears to take the expeditious path, dividing the property between
Meriba ' al and Ziba in much the same way that Solomon proposes to divide
the prostitute' s infant (1 Kgs 3 :24-25) . A fair division of the household of
Saul would satisfy that need to heal the nation after Absalom's revolt
(Mettinger 1976 : 119; Ben-Barak 1981: 88 ) . But David may not be dividing
Saul's property in two, but rather trying to double its yield (Hopkins 1983:
197-202; Boardman 1976: 188-89) . By adding a second administrator for
Saul's property, David could double the harvests from the same amount of
land. To offset the risk of such a dramatic increase in production, David
appoints Meriba'al to the position. Saul' s farmers might work harder for
Meriba'al and Ziba together than for Ziba alone. Meriba'al points out that
such a reorganization is pointless, since the revolt is over.
Stories .of' Meriba'al
(l Sam 1 9:24-3 0; authors' translation)

[As David was returning to jer� salem after putting . �own the
revolt of Absalom . . � ,] Meri b a'al came to . meet the · king. He
was dressed as · if he had been in mourning since . the day David
evacuated the city
• . . .

The king questioned f1im: "Wh,y did you not go with. me,
Meriba'al?" He testified: "Zit>a, my slave left without me.
Because . I am crippled, I ordered him t o, saddle a donkey for
me, so that I might ride o.ut with you , my lord and the king.
.
But the slavetricked me and' fhen lied to you . But you are the
Messenger . of Yahweh to me ·l>o what s �ems good to you. The
household of Sau l · was sentenced to • death. But you set · your
slave among those who eat at your table. What . further right
have. . 1, then, to appeal · to you, again for mercy."
.
So the · king · decreed: "These charges a�d counter".charges m ust
stop. You and Ziba will dMde the h�usehold . of Saut" But
Meriba'al decl i ned. "As a sign of my .gra,titude that you have
come back to Jerusalem safely; let Ziba· keep the household."
••

·
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Meriba'al's decline is not a simple gesture of piety. Doubling the number
of harvests overworks the land and the farmers (Boserup 1965:28-34). In
wartime, overplanting farmland is a military necessity; in peacetime, it is
economic and political suicide. When farmers plant too many crops in a
single year the quantity and quality of each individual harvest drops off;
their work doubles, their yield does not. Overworked and underpaid farmers
overthrow their governments. Meriba'al refuses to turn Saul's farmland
into a dust bowl and to drive his farmers into rebellion. The policy risks
destroying David and Meriba'al along with him. Meriba'al, like the prosti
tute who is willing to give up her child so it may live, shows wisdom and
upholds the ideal which promotes life over short-term goals by leaving Ziba
in sole control of the land (2 Sam 19:30; 1 Kgs 3 : 26) .

13
The Virgin

T

he virgin was the most politically significant
woman in Israel as a state. In contrast with the way contemporary western
cultures use "mother" and "virgin" to describe sexual activity, the Bible
focuses on the political connotations of the words. Villages distributed
power only to a limited number of households or mothers. States distributed
power to a wide variety of cities or virgins. A decentralized village culture,
like Israel between 1250 and 1000 BCE, was personified as a mother. A
centralized state culture, like Israel between 1000 and 587 BCE, was a per
sonified as virgin. Sexual activity in the world of the Bible was not as much
an aspect of personal relationships as an expression of the political power
of households.
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Virgin as a Married or Marriageable Woman
Only when the word "virgin" is modified by the phrase "who has never
known a man" (Gen 24:16 ; Num 31:18) is the Bible talking primarily about
a woman who has never had sexual intercourse (Schmitt 1992:853 ) . Other
wise, " virgin" carries more important connotations. For example, the Teach
ing on a Breach of Covenant in Deuteronomy (Deut 22:13-21) is not as
concerned with the physical integrity of the woman indicted as it is with the
status of her household. This teaching directs that if one household falsifies
its standing when it negotiates a covenant with another, the woman whose
marriage ratified the covenant is to be executed. But if a household brings
ungrounded charges of fraud against another, then the husband whose
marriage ratifies the covenant is to be flogged. Likewise, when Job testifies:

"I have made a covenant with my eyes; how then could I look upon a
virgin? " (Job 31:1) , he is not just referring to lust or voyeurism, but to a
desire to worship Anat the Virgin of U garit rather than Yahweh the Cove
nant Partner of Israel (Pope 1965:229) .
Sometimes , the word "virgin" in the Bible refers to a woman whose
marriage ratifies a significant covenant for her household. For example, the
title of a first lady or queen (Isa 7:14) was "Virgin, " and her capital city,
like Samaria (Jer 31:4, 21; Amos 5:2) or Jerusalem (Jer 18:13), was called the
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"Virgin of Israel. " Such royal women were important in the distribution of
power in the state of Egypt as well as in ancient Israel. For example, an
Execration of Traitors indicts queens and princesses along with other defen
dants fo r conspiring to overthrow the twelfth dynasty which governed
Egypt between 1991 and 1783 BCE (Baines and Malek 1980:36; Pritchard
1969: 328-29) . Similarly, the Teachings of Amen-em-het (1991-1962 BCE)
advise pharaohs against placing too much confidence in royal women who
use that misplaced confidence to plot against them (Pritchard 1969:418-19) .
Generally, in the world of the Bible, a virgin was a marriageable woman
(Schmitt 1992:853) . Twelve times in the Bible, "female virgin" or "young
woman" (ii'?in::i, betuldh) is parallel with "male virgin" or "young man"
(11n::l, bii�ur) . The virginity of an unmarried woman was indicative of the
political integrity of the household of her father. The village rated a father's
fulfillment of his responsibility to feed and protect his household on the basis
of how well he cared for and protected its marriageable women. If a father
could protect the virgins of his household then he could protect all its
members. If he left them in harm' s way then he was impeached and some
one else took over the land and children of his household.

Virginity as the Honor of a Household
Protecting its virgins was a matter of honor for each household (Baab
1962: 788; Tapper 1981:391; Bird 1989:77). The measure of this honor was the
evidence of virginity on the part of the bride at the time when the marriage
was consummated. Virginity was the legal guarantee of land and children
fo r a household in the world of the Bible (Giovannini 1987 ) . Consequently,
households guarded their virgins until they could be married so that their
own political status would remain intact (Goody 1976: 14) . A lack of virginity
due to rape or promiscuity threatened a household' s social and economic
status (Schlegel 1991:724) .
Promiscuity in the world of the Bible was not simply a lack of sexual
discretion, but a symptom of the risks which a household was taking with
its land and children. A Teaching on Breach of Promise in Deuteronomy
(Deut 22:23-27) explains the protocol for a virgin when she is threatened
with rape (Benjamin 1983:236-42, 301-2) . In the city, a virgin must cry out
or be considered an accomplice in her assailant' s bid to take over the
household to which she is promised. In the country she is exonerated from
any complicity. " Cry out" is not only a call for help, but also a lawsuit,
which begins when the plaintiff stands and cries out for justice at the
threshing floor of the village or the gate of the city (2 Sam 15: 1-6 ) .
Likewise, rape i n the world of the Bible was n o t simply a n act of sexual
violence, but a political challenge to the father of a household. People
continue to be scandalized by the sex and violence in the Bible. Stories
involving rape or adultery, like those of Shechem and Dinah (Gen 34:1-31) ,
David and Bathsheba (2 S am 11: 1-12:25), or Amnon and Tamar (2 S am
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13-14:33), seem almost pornographic. But these stories are not novels or
soap operas built entirely around romance where a man sees a woman, is
infatuated with her, seduces her, and then marriage or revenge follows.
Stories involving sex and violence in the world of the Bible were not
fundamentally romantic (Patai 1959:47-49) . They are not simply describing
how men and women fe el for each other or explaining why they hurt each
other, but are providing an assessment of the political status of the house-

180

STATE POLITICS

holds to which these men and women belong. The households of Shechem
(Gen 34) , Amnon (2 Sam 13: 1-22), and Absalom (2 Sam 16:15-22) use sexual
violence as a bid to control the households of Jacob , Absalom, and David.
In Israel as a state, political relationships were marked by competition
and violence (Schneider 1971:9-11) . As households grew in size through
birth and marriage friction developed. They used rape to challenge one
another and determine who should control land and children in the state
(Barth 1961:34, 39) . By raping Dinah, the household of Shechem lays claim
to her inheritance in the household of Jacob (Schlegel 1991:724) . Shechem
is not just infatuated with Dinah when he says: "whatever you say of me I
will give" (Gen 34:12) . The household of Shechem wants control over the
animals which the household of Jacob herds (Gen 34:23 ) , and the household
of Jacob wants land to settle and graze (Gen 34:10 ) .
Sexual relationships were a measure o f the honor and shame of the
households to which these men and women belonged (Peristiany 1965:9;
Gilmore 1987:3-4) . To test the stability or honor of a household, a man from
another household attempted to rape one of its women (Giovannini 1987:
69) . The challenge itself was an acknowledgment that the household being
pressed was honorable, and therefore worthy of the challenge (Abu-Lughod
1986:89) . There was a protocol for the challenge (Bourdieu 1979: 106; Abu
Lughod 1986:90) . Not every wanton act of sexual violence by any man
against any woman in ancient Israel qualified as a challenge to the honor
of a household (Brandes 1987:126; Zeid 1966:246). When rape met these
qualifications it was not only an act of sexual violence but also a hostile
takeover bid. The assailant asserted the right of his household to the
resources of another. If a household could not protect its women, then it
was declared insolvent or shamed and unable to fulfill its responsibilities to
the community as a whole (Giovannini 1987:68 ) . Like war, rape was a
violent social process for redistributing the limited goods which a society
possessed so that it would not be destroyed by the weakness of a single
household. The Bible regularly identifies such procedures for social realign
ment with the formula " so you shall purge the evil from Israel" (Deut 22:22) .

Rape as a Political Maneuver
For the challenge protocol to be set in motion the woman in the household
targeted for takeover must either be married like Rizpah (2 Sam 3 : 6-11) ,
Michal (2 Sam 3 :12-16) , Bathsheba, David' s concubines (2 Sam 16: 21-22) ,
and Abishag (1 Kgs 2:12-25) , or marriageable like Dinah and Tamar. The
woman could not, for example, be a widow or a child. Honor and shame
were not gender specific, but more than any other members, the women of
a household were living symbols of its honor. They were a human portfolio
(Schneider 1971:2) . Married women or wives were a measure of the fixed
assets of a household; marriageable women or virgins measured its poten
tial for growth.
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The virginity of a bride was indicative that the household of her father
was stable, so that the covenant between her household and the household
of her husband would be productive. Her fertility represented the fertility of
their covenant. It was a marriage that would produce land and children for
both households.
The virginity of a state wife indicated the potential of the stipulations
stated in the covenant between her state and the state of her husband to enrich
the land and children of both. These women were not things or possessions;
they were the incarnation of the status of their households (Zeid 1966:247;
Schlegel 1991: 727). Consequently, Bathsheba, as a wife, is an official repre
sentative of the household of Uriah (2 Sam 11:3) ; Tamar, as a virgin, is an
official representative of the household of Absalom (2 Sam 13:2, 18) .
The man needed t o b e the recognized head o r at least a representative of
the household. He had to be a son or a prince , a man who would be
monarch; the action could not be taken by just any male. To force David to
name him heir, Amnon rapes Tamar hoping that his actions will assure him
the right of becoming monarch. Similarly, to lay claim to the throne they
desire to usurp, Abner asks for Rizpah and Adonij ah asks for Abishag.
Although neither man consummates his sexual advance, simply asking is
equivalent to the act.
The rape must take place in the context of some activity connected with
fertility such as harvesting ( G en 34:1-2; Judg 21:17-23) , sheep-shearing
(2 Sam 13:23-28 ) , eating (2 Sam 13:5-6) , or menstruating (2 Sam 11:4) .
Otherwise, it was treated like any other crime (Deut 22:23-27) . The basis
for this criterion was the concern over a household's ability to supply food
and children to its members. Tying the aggressive act to an event associated
with fertility clearly identified the intention of the aggressor.
The household of the assailant became the legal guardian for the shamed
household, while negotiations to realign its resources and responsibilities
took place (Gen 34:4-24; 2 Sam 11:6-26 ; 13:15-22) . Reigning monarchs
played no direct role in the competition between households for political
power in the state (Van Seters 1987: 122) . Their inaction in stories of sexual
violence is not simply due to weakness (Ridout 1974:77; Flanagan 1988:26172) . If monarchs expected to retain their position and increase their power
as rulers of all Israel, they had to remain neutral in power struggles between
its households (Frick 1985:79-80) . ·Removing monarchs from active partici
pation in political challenges also guaranteed that a strong heir would emerge.
The steps which a shamed household followed to reestablish its honor
were parallel to the protocol followed to challenge it. A prince or son of the
shamed household assassinated a prince or son of the household which had
taken over his household. The prince or son had to carry out the assassi
nation while the prince who attacked his household was exercising the
power which he had seized (Hoftijzer 1970:58-60) . In this way j ustice and
the restoration of honor were matched with attention to place and the
symbols of authority.
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The Virgin in the Story of Amnon and
Tamar (2 Sam 13:1-14:33)
The story of Amnon and Tamar (2 Sam 13: 1-14:33) is an important
episode from the stories of David' s successor (2 S am 9-20; 1 Kgs 1-2) in
Samuel-Kings. These stories describe the unsuccessful campaigns of Am
non, Absalom, and Adonij ah to take over the state. Amnon's strategy
against David in the story of Amnon and Tamar is modeled on David' s
strategy against Uriah i n the story o f David and Bathsheba (2 Sam 11:2-27).
Just as David challenges Uriah' s authority as father of a household by
sexually abusing Bathsheba, Amnon challenges David by sexually abusing
Tamar (Gilmore 1987:3; Gunn 1978:98-100) .
Although most translations describe Amnon' s ambitions with emotional
and romantic language, his actions are political, not simply personal or
moral. When he "falls in love" with Tamar, and is so tormented that he
"makes himself ill" because of her, Amnon is not just dealing with unre
quited love, but political ambition. He is a man who would be king (Pitt
Rivers 1977:78; Davis 1973 :160; Gilmore 1987:8) .
Amnon is the sole and tragic protagonist. He has no allies and he fails to
become king. Every other character in the story, in some way, opposes
Amnon. Absalom competes with him to become David' s successor. David
refuses to designate him heir and allow him to marry Tamar (Gunn 1978:
99) . Tamar refuses to support his bid for power. Even Jonadab, whom
Amnon considers to be wise and his friend, betrays him. The advice of
Jonadab is flawed and his loyalties are divided (Campbell and Flanagan
1990:157; pace Mccarter 1984: 321; Smith 1990:28 ) . His plan fails , and Jona
dab ' s words to David following Absalom's assassination of Amnon indicate
that he supported Absalom all along (2 Sam 13:32-33) . But the plot turns
on the actions of Amnon and the reactions of Tamar the virgin who defends
the household of Absalom with her life.
Amnon launches his campaign fo r the throne by asking David to assign
Tamar to feed him. He is not simply asking for some tender loving care while
he is not feeling well. Amnon' s request implies that he is fearful of being
slowly poisoned and needs Tamar to supervise his kitchen to prevent it from
happening again (Ford 1985: 381-83; Heaps 1969: 17) . Tamar belongs to the
household of Absalom, Amnon's competitor. Therefore , Amnon's request is
not only a risk, it is a challenge. Only the household of Absalom would have
made this attempt on his life, so Amnon asks David to make it directly
responsible for his safety. Tamar not only serves the probation on which
David places the household of Absalom, she is also a hostage on whom
Amnon can take revenge if Absalom threatens his life again.
Food plays a literary as well as political role in the story. The story of
Amnon begins when he asks for food and ends when he is murdered eating
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at the table of Absalom (2 S am 13:23-29) . Storytellers want their audiences
to understand that Amnon, who could neither feed nor protect himself,
should not have become a monarch who must feed and protect the state.
Tamar accepts the task which David the monarch assigns her. The bread
(::l!l.?r-i, telabbefl; 2 Sam. 13:8) which Tamar prepares says more about the
relationship between the people who eat it together than about its nutri
tional or medicinal value. The language is both sexual and political (Hackett
1992:93) . Tamar and the bread she bakes are samples of the children and
the land which the household of Absalom contribute to the state. By asking
her to prepare this bread for him, Amnon is inviting Tamar to commit
Absalom's resources to his campaign to become monarch in David' s place
(Johnson and Earle 1987:208-9) .
Having successfully manipulated David to order Tamar to cook for him,
Amnon then orders her directly to have intercourse with him. By eating
and having intercourse together, Amnon and Tamar will ratify an alliance
between their households against David.
Tamar's response to Amnon's ultimatum was quite proper and dem
onstrates that she is the wise one in this household (Hagan 1979: 310) : "No,
my brother, do not force me; for such a thing is not done in Israel; do not
do this wanton folly" (2 Sam 13:12). Tamar does not reject their union, only
their union without proper arrangements being made (Pitt-Rivers 1977:165 ) .
Amnon acts contrary t o the manners and customs b y which his people are
identified (Mccarter 1984:322; Gen 20: 9 ; 29:26) . Consequently, Tamar ac
cuses him of acting like the fool.
In both the Teachings of Amen-em-ope and Proverbs (Prov 15: 5), for
example, the wise act with deliberation. Fools, on the other hand, are
impulsive. The wise know when to talk and when to listen (Arabic: 'aqal) .
Fools are hot-tempered because they let passion run or ruin their lives
(Matthews and Benj amin 199lb : l94; Abu-Lughod 1986:90) . Tamar assures
Amnon that by following the proper protocol and maintaining social cus
toms, David would arrange the marriage, and thus prevent their being
labeled fo ols or traitors (2 Sam 13:13 ) .
Tamar' s defense also includes a full statement o f the legal consequences
of Amnon's suggestion on both of them: "As for me, where could I carry
my shame? And as fo r you, you would be as one of the wanton fools in
Israel" (2 Sam 13: 13; Judg 19:22) . If she obeys Amnon, she will shame her

Prov.e rb on theJNise �erson and the Fool
(Pro�.r . I S:S)
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household by depriving it of the opportunity to arrange a marriage for her
(Bird 1989:77; Gottlieb 1989 : 63) .
Although Tamar and Amnon address each other as "brother" and " sis
ter, " the titles may not indicate that they have two or even one parent in
common. Titles which in English are used almost exclusively for people
related by blood kinship, in the world of the Bible regularly identify people
related by a variety of other relationships. For example, covenant partners
in Genesis call each other " fa ther, " " son, " and "brother. " And lovers in the
Song of Solomon call each other "brother" and " sister" (Cant 8:18) . The
characters in the story of Tamar and Amnon are not just solitary figures,
they are leading politicians . And their actions do not just reflect personal
passion or pain, but distinct strategies in a conscious political campaign.
But even if Tamar and Amnon do have a common parent, the issue in the
story is power, not incest (pace Smith 1990:24-25, 35) . Endogamous mar
riages between blood relatives were the most common kind of marriage in
the biblical world (Murphy and Kasdan 1968:186; Musil 1928:137-40; Cohen
1965:71-75, 121; Daube 1947:77-79; de Vaux 1961:19-20 ) . The marriage of
Abraham and Sarah, fo r example, is endogamous. Like Tamar and Amnon,
they are half-brother and sister (Gen 20: 12). By contrast, Leviticus and
Deuteronomy explicitly forbid endogamous marriages (Lev 18:9, 11; Deut
27:9, 22) . It is still not clear when exogamous marriages replaced endoga
mous marriages in ancient Israel. Therefore, the laws in Leviticus and
Deuteronomy may not have been in effect when this telling of the story
of Amnon and Tamar became popular (Mccarter 1984:323) . But even if
endogamous marriages were prohibited in general, state marriages were
often exempt (Hackett 1992:94).
Amnon ignores Tamar' s refusal and rapes her. By raping Tamar, Amnon
lays claim to the power, wealth, goods, and service which she represents,
and issues a political challenge to David. By forcing her to have sexual
relations with him, Amnon breaches a fundamental canon on which an
cient Near Eastern society operates (Phillips 1975: 241). Honor demands that
every member of a household always act with altruism and generosity
(Pitt-Rivers 1975:90). Amnon's ultimatum is self-serving. He asks Tamar to
violate this fundamental principle to satisfy his sexual desires and to dem
onstrate his supremacy over the household of Absalom. There is no sense
of reciprocity in this suggestion, only personal gratification and political
aggrandizement, attainable because of his superior social and physical
strength (Frymer-Kensky 1989:98 ) .
Having shamed Tamar, Amnon dismisses her using the legal term for
divorce (n,rt.i, sala�; Mccarter 1984:324; Smith 1990: 37) . Tamar is sent back
to her household in shame to demonstrate that it no longer has status in
the state. She becomes the process server.
Again Tamar protests, saying "No, my brother; for this wrong in sending
me away is greater than the other which you did to me" (2 Sam 13: 16) . Once
a household is challenged, it is entitled to redeem its honor. In Genesis,
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when the heir of Shechem rapes Dinah, the household of Jacob is allowed
to regain its honor by negotiating a covenant with the state (Gen 34:3-4,
8-12; Exod 22:16; MAL 55) . Tamar demands the same right for the household
of Absalom. Her household has been shamed, but it should not be politically
destroyed.
Amnon is unrelenting and refuses to offer either David or Absalom any
further opportunity to negotiate with him. Tamar tears her clothes to
mourn the honor of Absalom's household (2 S am 13:19) . Tamar, who was
the physical symbol of the fertility or honor of the household, now becomes
the physical symbol of its infertility or shame (Gen 37:29-35; 39:11-15) .
Strangely, David and Absalom further abuse Tamar by refusing to let her
cry out. Absalom orders her to be still. He does not answer Amnon' s
challenge (Hackett 1992:94) . The household of Absalom is shamed in Israel.
It is powerless. Likewise, David who orders Tamar into harm' s way, not
only fails to protect her in the household of Amnon, but also does not
punish Amnon (Van Seters 1987:53; Trible 1984: 422) . In fact, David, provi
sionally confirms or "loves " Amnon as his heir or "firstborn" (2 Sam 13:21).
Of all the antagonists who block Amnon' s efforts to overthrow David, only
Tamar has honor. She serves both David and Amnon obediently. She
negotiates unsuccessfully with Amnon both when he threatens her and
after he rapes her. She prepares to cry out but is silenced by Absalom.
Without witnesses to the assault, and without the opportunity to indict
David publicly fo r failing to protect her, she is a tragic character abused by
David, Amnon, and Absalom. Nonetheless, like Uriah she forfeits with
honor. Tamar will never regain her status of virgin, nor become the mother
of a household. Instead she must spend her days in domestic captivity, a
pawn of a much larger political game.
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Only after waiting two years does Absalom restore the honor of his
household by assassinating Amnon while he is eating at the sheep-shearing
(Abu-Lughod 1986:65-66) . In addition, by assassinating Amnon, Absalom
also makes his own bid to be David's heir and invites the monarch' s other
sons to endorse him (2 Sam 13:29) .
Today sexual behavior is often the only measure of virtue. In the world
of the Bible, however, it was social j ustice which distinguished the saint
from the sinner. The Hebrews were no less sensitive to crimes of sexual
violence than readers of the Bible today. But the Bible is seldom enthralled
with fantasies of sex and violence. In the story of Amnon and Tamar,
storytellers do more than voice their outrage against rape. They struggle
with questions of justice. They want their audiences to think about how to
use power to feed and protect the people.

14
The Priest

I

n Israel a s a state, farmers and herders contin
ued to work the land, but it was the priest (V'1:D, kohen) and the Levite (,1'?,
lewi) who collected the produce from their fields and herds as sacrifices (n::i�.
ze'l!a�) or taxes (Wellhausen 1973: 121-51; Albright 1968: 109, 204-5 ) . The
priest was a state official with important economic or financial responsi
bilities , especially at harvest time. Harvest time was a threshold which
marked the end of one growing and herding season and the beginning of
another. Priests offered sacrifices marking both the end of the harvest and
the beginning of the next planting season. During the first days of a harvest
festival, priests determined how much produce could be used by the house
holds which produced it and how much was to be collected by the state.
Then they supervised the processing of the sacrifices so that they could be
stored in sanctuaries until the beginning of the next agricultural season or
until the monarch redistributed them to state workers and soldiers. During
the last days of a harvest festival, households borrowed from their sanctuary
treasury to pay for animals and seed. Priests set down the conditions for the
loans and supervised the transfer of goods from the treasury to the households.
The majority of priests in the state were involved with labeling and
collecting sacrifices (1 Chron 23:2-5, 26-32) . But there were other distinct
categories of priests as well (Levine 1989:xxxiv; Kuhrt 1990:153) . There were
priests who supervised building funds (2 Chron 24:5-12; 34:9-10; Neh 10:37) ,
and priests who managed estates of land which provided income fo r the
sanctuary (Josh 21:13-19) . There were also Levites who served as musicians
and singers (1 Chron 15: 16-24; 16:4-6) and gatekeepers (1 Chron 9 :21-27;
15:23; 16:42). These priests, while not intimately involved in the principal
ceremonies of the sanctuary, would have been knowledgeable of them and
may well have celebrated rituals and prayers associated with the carrying
out of their duties. Priests in the Babylonian sanctuaries performed similar
duties (Kuhrt 1990: 151) . The practical needs of the sanctuary would have
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been supported by priests who were cooks, j anitors , herders, woodcutters,
and craftsmen (Cody 1969:78-79 ) .

Priests as State Officials
Today, the separation of church and state in western democracies like the
United States and Canada makes it difficult to imagine priests, pastors, or
rabbis as state officials. Now they are spiritual leaders, teachers, and coun
selors. Likewise , to think of tax collectors or bankers as priests seems
sacrilegious. But in the world of the Bible there was no separation of church
and state. Religion pervaded every activity of daily life, even banking and
tax collecting .
The sacredness o f banking and tax collecting i n the world of the Bible was
rooted in an understanding that humans only used or rented land which
the divine assembly owned. Even monarchs did not own the land within
the borders of their states, they simply managed it. Monarchs were stew
ards, not landlords. Therefore , no household thought the land belonged to
it or that it could do whatever it wanted with the land. Yahweh was the
only landlord in Israel; the land of Israel was to be used only as Yahweh
prescribed, and only with a commitment to offer Yahweh sacrifices as a
commission or tithes for its use (Tylor 1891; Hubert and Mauss 1964 ) . Israel
delegated priests to see that the state met these two requirements of correct
use and compensation. Consequently, it is priests in the Bible who collect
Yahweh' s portion at harvest and shearing time, who instruct the people in
the correct use of Yahweh's land.

Sacrifices as Taxes and Loans
Today, the rituals described in Leviticus and Numbers are not easy to
understand and appreciate. But then it would be difficult to imagine how
much an anthropologist, two thousand years from now, could understand
about how we redistribute wealth in the United States with only a loan
application form or an Internal Revenue Service tax form as evidence. But
in the world of the Bible, the rituals in Leviticus and Numbers played a
critical role (Anderson 1992:870-86; Anderson 1987). Priests used these
rituals to transport goods both from the sanctuary treasury of the divine
assembly to the households of Israel and from the households of Israel to
the sanctuary treasury. Sacrifice was the central means of revenue collec
tion in the world of the Bible (Anderson 1987:78). The terms employed for
sacrifices in the Bible, for example, and those which appear in tax records,
are remarkably similar (Levine 1989:xxiii) . For instance, the word for a
grain sacrifice (;in:i�. minlJ.dh) is the same as the word for a tax collected by
a monarch (2 Sam 8:2-6; 1 Kgs 5:1 MT [ET 4:20] ; 2 Kgs 8 : 8-9; 17:3-4 ) .
Similarly, the word for t h e daily sacrifice (1,�r-1. tam@ also means the
regular rations or allocations granted by monarchs to their retainers (2 S am
9 :7; 2 Kgs 25:29-30; Jer 52:33) .
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Protocolfor Priests

In the world o f the Bible, the priest:
GI

GI

GI
GI.
GI

rules which .households in the state have .h onor or legal stand
ing, and, on the basis of �heir record . <>f tax payment, which
h()useholds are shamed or ineligible for benefits;
assesses t.h e. productivity oft� e fit!lds and herds of the house. to the sanctuary;
holds from the grain and animals they bring
collects sacrifices or taxes;
offers or processes the sac�ifices so}hat they can ·be · stored;
deposits · sacrifices at. the sanctu�ry treasury until .t he mon·
arch redistributes them to workers and soldiers at home, or
in trade abroad.

The redistribution of goods was not the only function of sacrifice in the
world of the Bible. Serious study has been made of the extent to which
sacrifice was an antidote for violence. Traditional societies may have pre
vented the outbreak of mayhem by a collective participation in killing a
surrogate or victim (Girard 1977:8, 79-80, 92; Pattison 1991: 138 ) . Killing
animals may have helped humans refrain from killing one another. Sacrifice
channeled violence by reenacting the creation of the world. Many creation
stories in the world of the Bible describe the work of creating a world or
cosmos as a struggle or battle between the Creator and Chaos. The Creator
cuts Chaos into parts and uses them to build a world. By putting these parts
in place, the Creator turns Chaos into Cosmos (Matthews and Benj amin
199lb :l2-13) . Similarly, the priest cut the victim into parts and then distrib
uted them in a carefully prescribed order, thus reaffirming the social order
of the state. Sacrifice acknowledged and affirmed the place of each official
and household in the state. This , in turn, reduced violence and promoted
public generosity, reminding them of the member of the divine assembly
and their own ancestors whose blood was shed that they might live.
Sacrifices had to be made carefully, or they would destroy the fertility of
Israel's farms and herds rather than enrich them. They were not just offered
impulsively and without planning. Consequently, anthropologists have made
a sustained effort to reconstruct the protocol (Hubert and Mauss 1964;
Evans-Pritchard 1965 :70-71) .
A t harvest and shearing time, each household sent representatives t o the
sanctuary. Before allowing them to enter, priests purified these represen
tatives by reviewing the status of their household in the state. Priests
functioned as diagnosticians. It was their task to determine the ritual purity
of households . The state authorized priests to label lepers, eunuchs , women,
and resident aliens. Priests also maintained the purity of the sanctuary,
purging it through sacrifice when some member of the state, including
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themselves, contaminated it with some offense (Lev 20:3; Num 19:20; Mil
grom 1976: 392; 1992) .
Some priests used divination t o certify the eligibility o f a household. When
the representatives of the household came before the priest, they asked a
question to which the answer "yes" or "rio" could be given (Exod 28:30;
Num 27:21; 1 Sam 14:41 ; 28:6 ; Ezra 2:63). The priest divined the answer by
throwing a kind of dice ( t::P 1 1 K , 'urim; r:r�r-i. tummim). A "yes" indicated the
household was in good standing , a "no" that it was not. Other priests
interrogated the representatives of the household (il11r-1, tOrah) to certify
their eligibility (Ps 15: 1-5) . If a household was in good standing , its repre
sentatives were allowed to enter. If the priests labeled their household with
shame, however, they were not. The assets of a household labeled with
shame were frozen until it paid its debts to the state with a reparation
sacrifice ( C td K 'asam) , and the priest restored its label of honor with a
purification sacrifice (nK�n. �atta 't) .
The sanctuary into which priests admitted the representatives was an
architectural compass by which every household in the state could orient
itself. A sanctuary marked a geographical point in the state where the
sacred space (tdo:ip�. miqdas) of the divine plane and the profane space of the
human plane intersected (Eliade 1959:20-65) . It had specific limits, compris
ing a series of zones which became increasingly more sacred as one neared
the center (Meyers 1992: 355-58) . Each of these zones was related horizon
tally to those to its left and right and in front and behind it. They all were
also related vertically to the heavens above it and the underworld beneath
it as well (Durand 1989: 120 ) . Each architectural zone of the sanctuary had
corresponding sacrifices which labeled those households eligible to enter
and which could be celebrated in each zone's particular realm of sacred
,
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space (Detienne 1989 : 4) . Within these set limits, priests orchestrated the
performance of all sacrificial rituals for each type of sacrifice-sacrifices of
thanksgiving , expiation, or the purgation of ritual impurity.
In the world of the Bible, the temple was not simply the house of God. It
was a national treasury and warehouse for goods collected as sacrifices or
taxes from the households when they came up to the sanctuary at pilgrim
age times. These goods and monies were stored in the temple until they
were redistributed (Milgrom 1990:36) , generally as rations for state officials
and soldiers or in payment for state building proj ects.
Once the priests had certified the eligibility of the household, they assessed
its net worth on the basis of the goods brought by its representatives to the
sanctuary. The household was required to send the best samples of its fields
and herds. Households could not send crippled or blind animals, nor grain
riddled with weevils, nor grapes spotted with blight, in an effort to reduce
the value of their appraisal and the amount their produce would be taxed.
Like other specialists, priests reserved certain activities for themselves.
This insured their authority as state officials and also provided a legal basis
for protecting their portion of the sacrifice and their right to oversee the
sacrifice (Lev 17:8-9; Deut 17:12) . Leviticus (Lev 17:10-12) , for example,
prohibits eating meat with blood. The blood must be shed upon the altar.
This suggests an expiation of the guilt for taking the life of the animal,
sanctioned by Yahweh in Genesis (Gen 9:3) , but it also required that the
animal be brought to the priests (Pattison 1991: 138) . A requirement such as
this gave the priests an opportunity to examine the animal and to judge its
suitability as a sacrifice. It also insured that the household making the
sacrifice did not violate the law against eating blood, nor withhold any
portion of the animal which would be assigned to Yahweh or the priests.
After 700 BCE, all the priests in Judah were stationed at the Temple in
Jerusalem, making it difficult for every household in Judah to reach it. There
fore, while still prohibiting the eating of blood, Deuteronomy did allow house
holds simply to drain the blood on the ground like water without priestly
supervision (Deut 12:16-24; 15:23; Milgrom 1971: 103, n. 32; Levine 1989:116) .
The amount which the priest assessed was, by no means, full payment fo r
the blessings of land and children which Yahweh bestowed on the house
hold. Yahweh's blessings were priceless; Israel's sacrifices were merely
tokens. The contrast between the blessings of Yahweh and the sacrifices of
Israel emphasized the covenant relationship between Yahweh and Israel.
Yahweh and the blessings of land and children were great, while Israel and
its sacrifices were small (Valeri 1985 : 66) . Yahweh was the father or sover
eign covenant partner, Israel the son or vassal partner.

To Sacrifice is to Process, Not to Destroy
When the priests and the household had agreed on what amount of its
harvest would be turned over to the state, the priests began the sacrifice.
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In harvest rituals the sacrifice was cooked. The stylized actions of the priest
during a sacrifice mirrored the actions of the men and women of the
household, who slaughtered and roasted animals or parched and seasoned
grain. Just as the mother of a household prepared meals for the members
of her household, the priest prepared sacrifices for Yahweh.
In the world of the Bible , however, sacrifices were not simply "food for
the gods" (Oppenheim 1977: 183-98) . Not even the tellers of the Gilgamesh
story in Mesopotamia thought that the divine assembly would starve to
death unless humans fed them (Tigay 1982:224-28, 293-96). Before the bulk
of the sacrifices prepared by the priests was placed in storage, they gave the
representatives of the household a small portion to eat together at the
sanctuary during the days of the festival (1 Sam 1 : 4-5; Mccarter 1980a:52) .
Some sacrifices had to be eaten on the day of the sacrifice, while others
could be extended over at least two days (Lev 7:15-18). The meal was a
communion in which Yahweh and the representatives of the household ate
together from the fruit of a divine land and the work of human hands (Smith
1889) . Without the collaboration represented by the meals which house
holds shared with Yahweh at the sanctuary, the living cosmos would sink
back into the lifeless chaos which the opening episode of the stories of Adam
and Eve describe. There would be "no plant of the field . . . and no herb . . .
for the Lord God had not caused it to rain . . . and there was no one to till
the ground" (Gen 2 : 4-5) . If Yahweh did not send the rain, and the men and
women of Israel did not work the land, neither would survive.
There is a long-standing tradition of translation and interpretation which
considers sacrifice in the world of the Bible as a destruction of farm produce.
The "burnt offering " (;-r'?zy, 'oldh) , the "peace offering" (!:P�'?w', seliimim) , the
"grain offering" (;-rm�. min�ah), the "purification offering" (m��n. �attii 't).
and the "reparation offering" (crd� . 'ii.slim) are consistently described as
annihilated. But the wholesale destruction of produce contradicts the strong
sense of limited goods that predominated in Mediterranean cultures. For
these cultures, natural resources were limited. Once consumed or destroyed
they were irreplaceable. And even with their surplus economies it is un
likely that states could afford, much less value, the regular loss of a percent
age of their gross national product. Occasionally, laws in Leviticus and
Numbers require a holocaust like the cereal sacrifice (Lev 6 :23) , where total
destruction is demanded. But generally, they stipulate that only a portion
of a sacrifice be consigned to the flames of the altar (Lev 2:9; 5 : 13; 7:31-34;
Num 5 : 9-10 , 18:25-32; Deut 18:3). In general, it would be better to under
stand sacrifice in Leviticus and Numbers as processing farm produce to be
stored and redistributed rather than destroying it. At sanctuaries through
out Israel, priests slaughtered and butchered livestock, decanted wine and
olive oil, and parched grain.
In the closing days of the harvest festival, priests redistributed some of
the produce which they had collected in the form of loans. Before they
returned to their villages, households needed goods to prepare for the next
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season of herding and planting. The sacrifices which approved the loans
and transferred goods from the sanctuary treasury to the household cere
monially exhibited the techniques which farmers and herders were expected
to follow in working the land. These sacrifices were exit rituals, commis
sioning the farmers and herders of Israel to return to their villages and work
Yahweh' s land (Hubert and Mauss 1964:33-35; de Reusch 1985:5-6 ) .
Besides providing loans t o its farmers and herders, the resources of the
sanctuary treasury also supported state officials like the priests, who re
ceived clothing (Exodus 28) , food (Deut 18: 1-8) , and places to live (Josh
21:1-42) . Priests provided an important service to the state, but they could
not provide for themselves and still do their primary j ob . The state paid
them for their services from the sanctuary treasury (Milgrom 1970: 67,
n. 246 ) . In Ugarit, priests, tradespeople , soldiers, and other state officials
(Ugaritic: bns mlk) were entitled to a portion of the sacrifice (Anderson
1987: 79) . In Israel the major portions of the sacrifice, minus the head and
fat or a handful of fine flour and oil, were reserved for the use of the priests,
their slaves , and Nazirites completing their period of dedication (Lev 2:2-3;
5:12-13; 6:2; 22:11; Num 5:26; 6 : 19) .
In addition to the needs of the priests , other portions of the sacrificial meat
and grain would have been processed and redistributed in emergencies in
much the same way that Joseph in Genesis (Gen 41:55-57) administered the
grain silos of the pharaoh (Anderson 1987:82 ) . This use of the sanctuary as
a storehouse of surplus goods and produce is also well-attested in New
Kingdom Egypt, serving as a subdepartment of the state, not an independent
entity (Janssen 1979) .
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Monarchs were interested in the efficient maintenance and operation of
sanctuaries because of their function in the state (Kuhrt 1990: 154) . Sanc
tuaries were a source of employment and extra income for many. They
distributed food and manufactured items from raw materials stored in their
treasuries. And finally the daily routine of a sanctuary was a model of the
good order which monarchs wished to create in their states. Thus , Jehu
solidifies his rule by massacring the worshippers of Ba' al and destroying
their sanctuaries (2 Kgs 10:18-28). Similarly, Hezekiah is first credited with
cleansing the Temple of foreign influence and foreign gods (2 Kgs 18:3-4) .
And Josiah in Samuel-Kings begins his public administration by ordering
renovation of the Temple in Jerusalem and by appointing various officials
to oversee the work (2 Kgs 22:3-7) .
There is also some reason for concern by monarchs regarding the poten
tial power and influence exercised by the priests. There were occasions in
the ancient Near East when priests contributed to the overthrow of a
reigning monarch. For example, the capture of Babylon and its ruler Nabo
nidus by the Persian forces of Cyrus was aided by the priests of Marduk
(Kuhrt 1990:146-50) . Similarly, Athaliah ' s rule of Judah was ended by the
actions of Jehoiada the priest, who proclaimed Joash, the seven-year-old son
of Joram, as monarch and staged what amounted to a political coup (2 Kgs
11:4-20) . In the world of the Bible, improper worship practices were regu
larly cited as justification for political takeovers, which always needed the
cooperation of the priests to succeed (Matthews and Benjamin 199lb:l48;
2 Kgs 8:18 , 26-27; 9:18 ) .
Temple treasuries, because of their store of fo o d and other necessary
items, could also become targets of rapacious officials and kings. For in
stance, in 169 BCE, Antiochus IV of Syria confiscated the Temple treasury
as a fine for Judah's refusal to pay its taxes (1 Mace 1:20-24; Levine
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1988: 182 ) . He looted 1 , 800 talents from the temple in Jerusalem and de
spoiled the sacred vessels and sacrifices within its precincts in order to fund
his army and his regime (1 Mace 1:20-24; 2 Mace 5:15-20). Antiochus was
not just raiding temples when he stripped the Jerusalem Temple of its
wealth, he was robbing banks . Similarly, in earlier periods the Egyptians,
Assyrians , and Babylonians looted the Jerusalem Temple of its valuables
(1 Kgs 14:25-26; Dan 5:2-4) , and when S ennacharib of Assyria laid siege to
Jerusalem in 701 BCE, Hezekiah used the Temple treasury to ransom the city
(2 Kgs 18:13-16) .

The Priest in the Story of Hannah
(1 Sam 1:1-2:11)
The story of Hannah in Samuel-Kings (1 Sam 1 : 1-2: 11) shows Eli the
priest exercising his responsibility to label those who may and may not
enter the sanctuary. Eli and his sons are priests at the sanctuary of Shiloh
(Schley 1989: 140-42, 152-54; Noth 1963:390; Cohen 1965 :66, n. 19; Mccarter
1980a:65-66) . Both at the beginning of the story of Hannah and at the end
of the trial of Eli and his Sons, Eli is sitting at the gate of Shiloh (1 Sam 1:9;
4 : 18 ) . As the priest of the gate, he sits at its threshold where he can watch
the two courtyards between the gate and the Holy of Holies (1 Chron
9 :21-27; 15:23; 16: 42) . During the day, Eli determines who may enter the
sanctuary at Shiloh and watches to make sure no inappropriate acts occur
there (Durand 1989:120-21; pace Cody 1969 :69) . During the night, he guards
it by sleeping nearby {l Chron 9:26-27) . Thus, his person and his office are
associated with his responsibility to maintain order within the sanctuary,
and his normal place is at the gate. But before the story ends it will be clear
that this priest of the gate cannot tell who should enter the sanctuary from
those who should not, and is even powerless to stop the inappropriate
activities of his own sons within the sanctuary.
In her story, Hannah the wife is the protagonist and Eli the priest is the
antagonist. When the story opens, she is infertile . While her household is
busy offering sacrifices at Shiloh, Hannah steps quietly into the courtyard
reserved for priests. To avoid being detected, she moves her lips as she prays,
but does not make a sound with her voice. Eli sees her and mistakenly
exercises his authority as priest of the gate by labeling her a drunkard and
expelling her (Lev 10:11; Amos 2:8) .
Ironically, the prayer which Eli does not hear is for a child who would
abstain from wine and beer throughout his life so that he could serve
Yahweh worthily in the courtyard where Hannah is praying (1 Sam 1 : 11;
Num 6:3; Judg 13:4) . Priests abstained from drinking wine befo re performing
their duties to insure that they could distinguish between the holy and the
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unholy (Lev 10:9-10; Ezek 44:21-23 ) . Eli is sober, but still so blind that he
cannot tell the holy mother-to-be from a common drunk. Eli lacks percep
tion and is always one step behind unfolding events (1 Sam 3:2-9) . Conse
quently, like the sons of Aaron in Leviticus (Lev 10: 1-7) , Eli and his sons
should be expelled from the sanctuary for sacrilege, and the sentence which
Eli tries to impose on Hannah and her son should be imposed on him and
his sons instead.
Before she leaves the sanctuary Hannah explains her prayer to Eli and
asks him to approve the favor she seeks (Ahlstrom 1979:254) . Her prayer
plays on her name (Brueggemann 1990:36, n. 7) . She tells the priest: Yah
weh's " favorite" (mn, �annah) child needs a "favor" (1n. �en) . Eli agrees,
endorsing Hannah's prayer and, at the same time, mitigating his own
sentence. He labels her in peace or good standing with the sanctuary, which
makes her eligible for Yahweh to grant her prayer for a son (Cohen 1965: 63,
n. 12; Klein 1983:4-5 ) .
When Hannah gives birth t o the great man, Hannah names him "Saul "
(?i�w . sii. 'ul) because he was "the answer to a prayer" (?�tz.i, sii. 'al) . Curi
ously, in the Bible today, Hannah calls him "Samuel, " not "Saul. " In the
world of the Bible, popular leaders were often honored with stories telling
of the miraculous events which marked their births. Moses, for example, is
a newborn saved from death in the Nile by a daughter of Pharaoh, and
Gideon is the only child of a woman who, like Hannah, was infertile.
Originally, followers of Saul and S amuel told distinct stories celebrating the
birth of each leader in similar ways. But evidently in the protracted struggle
between Samuel the prophet and Saul the chief, the supporters of Samuel
looted parts of the birth story of Saul to better justify their prophet's claim
to the allegiance of Israel. And so now Samuel-Kings explain the name
"Samuel" which means "the name of the Lord, " as if it were "Saul, " which
means "the answer to a prayer" (Smith 1929: 12-13) .

The Priest in the Trial of Eli and his
Sons (1 Sam 2:12-4:22)
The trial of Eli and his Sons (1 S am 2:12-4:22) shows the priest collecting
sacrifices. In the trial Yahweh indicts Eli and his sons, Hophni and Phineas,
before the divine assembly. Its verdict is subsequently announced at the
sanctuary by a prophet. Yahweh accuses the sons of Eli of being fools
(?li:i?n-iJ!l, bene beliyyii. 'al) . The same label ('?li11?n-n!l, bat beliyyii.'al) which
Eli imposed on Hannah is now imposed on him and his sons (1 Sam 1:16 ) .
The sons o f Eli are n o t the only fools i n the Bible. The story o f the Old
Man of Gibeah labels the people who attack his guests as fools (Judg 19:22) .
The stories of S aul label those who deny his right to be chief as fools (1 Sam
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10:27) . And the stories of David' s rise to power label Nabal a fool for refusing
to support David against Saul (1 Sam 25:25 ) .
Hophni and Phineas are fo ols because they violate their responsibility to
collect sacrifices by taking more meat than they are allowed from the pot
boiling on the altar (Klein 1983:9; Tsevat 1961:204, n. 78; de Heusch 1985 : 5 ) .
A t Shiloh, priests stuck a fork into t h e p o t t o draw out their portion
"whether it be bad or good" ( 4QSama; Mccarter 1980a:78 ) . By using a
fork, the priests at Shiloh did not always receive the prime cuts of meat
which were reserved for the priests at other sanctuaries according to stipu
lations in Leviticus and Deuteronomy (Lev 7:28-36; Deut 18:3; Klein 1983:25 ;
Mccarter 1980a:85) .
Hophni and Phineas are also fools because they do not wait their turn.
Whether the sacrifice was boiled or roasted, priests were required to fo llow
the proper sequence in order fo r the sacrifice to be effective (Durand 1989:
121) . Hophni and Phineas, however, claim their portions before the choice
cuts of meat have been removed. Leviticus requires priests to wait until
Yahweh' s portion of the sacrifice has been set aside (Lev 3 : 16; 7:23-31; 17: 6 ) .
Hophni and Phineas take the first part (n�rtf�i. re'sft) of the sacrifice, which
should be reserved for Yahweh (Ezek 20: 40; Mccarter 1980a:90 ) .
The sacrilege of Hophni and Phineas i s compounded by their abuse o f
power. Instead of allowing each household t o present them freely with their
portion, they use force to get what they want. They will not compromise,
but rather insist on indulging their desires at the expense of Yahweh and
the people. Finally, Hophni and Phineas do not j ust steal meat from the
sanctuary treasury occasionally, but every time the households of Israel
come to offer sacrifice they abuse their privileges (1 Sam 2 : 14) . They fatten
themselves on the choicest parts of every sacrifice (1 Sam 2:29 ) .
Both a s the priest of the gate and a s the father of the household, Eli places
Hophni and Phineas on probation for their repeated extortion of the house
holds of Israel (Matthews and Benjamin 199lb:225) . But they ignore him.
They do not honor their father or heed his voice (Exod 20:12; Deut 21:18-21) .
Only when all other legal recourse has been exhausted does Yahweh con
vene the divine assembly to seek relief from the household of Eli, which
neither guards the gate of the sanctuary nor collects and cares for its
sacrifice properly.
For its crimes the household of Eli is shamed. Hophni and Phineas are
stripped of their position as priests (Jer 33:18; Tsevat 1961:205 ) . Since they
despise Yahweh's word they are utterly cut out of the state (Num 15:30-31) .
For as long as the two men live, the divine assembly forbids them to go up
to the altar, to offer incense, and to wear an ephod apron (Klein 1983:26-27) .
They are no longer entitled to state support, and they are no longer exempt
from state labor (Tsevat 1961:193-96; Cohen 1965:90-91; Mccarter 1980a:92;
Schley 1989:148-51) . They lose the privileges which they have abused.
The divine assembly also sentences Eli and his sons to die prematurely
(1 Sam 2 :27-36; ni:;,, karat) . They held their own desires above what was
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due to Yahweh (1 S am 2:29). This is an intentional offense, one which
cannot be atoned (Num 15:22-31). Eli, despite his blindness and other
infirmities, is also indicted. He falsely labeled Hannah a fool, and he did not
maintain order in the sanctuary of Shiloh (Lev 24:15; Tsevat 1961:203) . To
die prematurely in the world of the Bible is to die without heirs, and turn
your land and children over to legal guardians (Gen 38) . The sentence
denies Hophni, Phineas, and Eli time to fulfill their role as progenitor and
producer and also denies them the chance to reach an age when they will
be respected as elders (Tsevat 1961:202) . Thus the Sons of Eli not only lose
their professional role but also their communal one.
The books of Samuel-Kings use the story of Hannah and the trial of Eli
and his Sons to contrast Eli who was a fool with Samuel who was wise
(Willis 1971:289-90; Bourke 1954:81-82 ) . Because Samuel was Eli' s client,
the books of Samuel-Kings want to make it clear that Samuel did not betray
his patron. It was the divine assembly which removed Eli and his sons from
the office of priest because they did not guard the gate of the sanctuary and
collect its sacrifices properly. Samuel took their place in Israel, because he
knew how to guard the gate and how to collect sacrifices properly. And as
the book of Samuel will go on to tell, it was Samuel who expelled Saul for
offering inappropriate sacrifices , and it was Samuel in his role as the
gatekeeper who recognized David as the one whom Yahweh anointed to
take Saul's place.

15
The Slave

L

ike the economics of the villages of Israel, the
economics of the state of ancient Israel was concerned with land and
children. In villages farmers and herders worked the land and midwives
delivered the children. But Israel as a state needed more from its land than
Hebrew farmers and herders could produce, and more people to work the
land than Hebrew midwives could deliver. Therefore, it authorized the priest
to manage the land which Hebrew households worked, and to distribute
more efficiently the goods which Hebrew households produced. And it used
the slave (1:ll7, 'ef2e<J) to work the land which Hebrew farmers and herders
could not (Feeley-Harnik 1985:292) .

Prisoners of War as Slaves
In the world of the Bible, two continuous sources of slaves were war and
debt. States like ancient Israel went to war to conquer land and to take
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prisoners. War slavery was common throughout the history of Mesopota
mia where war between states was frequent. But until 1500 BCE, Egypt relied
on its own households to do the bulk of its agricultural and construction
work (Gelb 1976:201 ) . Then at the beginning of the New Kingdom, Egypt's
armies began to campaign south into Nubia and east into Syria-Palestine
bringing home a steady supply of prisoners of war as slaves (Hallo and
Simpson 1971:260, 265 ) .
Perpetual slavery was prohibited i n the villages o f early Israel (Exod 21:2;
Deut 15: 12 ; Jer 34:9; Phillips 1984:64, n. 16). The Hebrews were keenly aware
of their own heritage. In the world of the Bible, Hebrews (Akkadian: bii.p iru;
t:Pi:l!J, 'i"flrim) were households without land and children who survived as
warriors and slaves of the state. The pioneers of early Israel were He
brews because they had no land and children (Driver 1911:210; Phillips
1984:61; Lemche 1975: 138-39; Alt 1966:93-95; Noth 1962:177-80) . But then
Yahweh blessed them with land and children, and set them free (Akkadian:
l:Jupsu; hopsi) .

The tribes of early Israel observed their prohibition against slavery by
executing most prisoners of war rather than enslaving them. They also
destroyed most of the possessions of their captives, and placed their land
under interdict. It can certainly be debated whether the violence of killing
prisoners of war outright was greater than the violence of enslaving them
for life. Nonetheless, the practice did limit the profit motive for war, and so
the wars of early Israel were primarily defensive rather than wars of con
quest. In Israel as a state, however, slavery became common. Even though
slavery in Israel never accounted for the percentage of the labor force that
it did in Greece and Rome, the standing army organized by David after 1000
BCE became a source of both land and slaves for the state (van der Ploeg
1972:83 ; Beavis 1992:38-39) .
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Most prisoners were racially distinct from their owners, which allowed
everyone to easily identify who was a slave and who was free (Lev 25:44-46;
Gibson 1990:127-28) . The artists who carved records of the pharaohs' vic
tories on Egypt's temple walls carefully portrayed prisoners from each of
Egypt's enemies with distinct racial characteristics. Nubian prisoners of war
were clearly distinguished, for example , from the Sea Peoples who were
prisoners and from the Semitic prisoners of war from Syria-Palestine .

Prisoners of war belonged to the state. Consequently, they became slaves
of the state and worked on public projects like palaces, temples, and the
farms of the monarch and other officials (Deut 21:10-14; Gelb 1972:83) .
Prisoners of war provided the state with additional laborers to enhance its
infrastructure, expand agricultural production, and compensate for losses
due to disease or some other calamity (Ferguson 1990:38, 48, 52) .
Few prisoners of war were ransomed or rescued (CH article 32; Matthews
198lb: l46-47; Gelb 1973:72-73) . Once captured in battle, they became slaves
for life. Some slaves , however, earned emancipation because of the services
they provided to their owners. A Teaching on Slaves in Deuteronomy (Deut
21:10-14) describes how women taken as prisoners of war can be integrated
into the households of Israel, which makes them eligible for marriage. But
if they are subsequently divorced, these women cannot be sold as slaves.
They must remain free members of society. Similarly, Exodus (Exod 21:7-11)
explains that women may be emancipated if their owners fail to treat them
with due respect, provide for their needs, or uphold their legal rights. These
designated rights include food, clothing, and the sexual rights of the mother
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of the household. If they are not provided, even when the owner takes
another wife, then these women have the right to leave that household free.

Debtors as Slaves
While war was a prolific source of slaves for the state, debt produced
slaves for ordinary households as well as for the state. Every household in
Israel was entitled to a plot of land (;-r'?m, na�ald.h) . This land was the
tangible fulfillment of Yahweh's promise: "to you and your descendants I
will give this land" (Gen 12:7) . Households held title to the land in perpetu
ity. Legally, land could never be lost or sold. In fact, households easily lost
their land and their freedom. Monarchs taxed households into crippling
debt. Rich households lent poor households money to pay their taxes, but
secured these loans by taking their land and the labor which every member
of the household was capable of doing as collateral (Gottwald 1979: 769,
n. 412; Phillips 1984:55; Levine 1989 : 179) . When households defaulted in
repaying their loans, creditors foreclosed on the property and sold the entire
household-men, women, and children-as slaves (2 Kgs 4:1; Phillips 1984:
64, n. 16) . Legally, creditors were not buying land or selling slaves, j ust
holding the land as collateral and collecting the wages of its owners as
interest until the debt was repaid (Lev 25:35-46; 2 Kgs 4 : 1 ; Neh 5 : 1-5) .
Debt slaves were racially identical with their owners, but distinguished
from them by a label of shame . Because they left their own household to
work in the household of their creditors, they were labeled "strangers in the
land" (Judg 19:16; Spina 1983:323) . Some owners tattooed or pierced the ears
of debt slaves in order to make them easily recognizable (Exod 21:6). And
some texts describe a distinctive hair style (Akkadian: abbuttu) worn by debt
slaves which was cut off when they were set free (Harris 1975:333). None
theless, Exodus and Deuteronomy reflect an understanding of the reasons
for poverty and try to deal with its victims non-violently by protecting the
rights of both owners and slaves so that neither would be physically or
economically abused (Deut 24:14-15; Fensham 1962 : 136; Phillips 1984:54) .
For example, creditors could not charge interest on loans (Exod 22:24 MT
[ET v. 25] ; Lev 25: 35-37; Deut 23: 20 ; Ezek 18:13). They could not accept a
millstone as collateral; that would deprive a household of the means of
making a living and could subject it to debt slavery (Deut 24:6). And
creditors even had to allow their debt slaves to celebrate Israel' s festivals
with the household they served (Deut 12:18; 16:11-12) .
Debt slavery, unlike war slavery, was temporary (Deut 15:12, 17; Phillips
1984:56, 60; G elb 1972:86). Technically, households in Israel could not
borrow more than the members of the household could repay with six years
of work, a statute of limitations with the sabbath in mind (Exod 21:2-11;
Deut 15:12-18; Phillips 1984:56-58; Lindenberger 1991: 482). Households that
contracted their members as slaves and clients proved their willingness to
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make good on their debts; they were restored to full political and economic
status once the debt was paid (Thompson 1980: 610; pace Paul 1970:45-46) .
Men of a household could be sold as slaves one day at a time to pay a
debt. Each day they would take off the clothes or cloak which identified
them as free and turn it over to their creditors . Their garments, however
threadbare, tied them just as strongly as a sworn contract to the households
of their creditors and required them to carry out the agreed upon task.
These slaves-for-a-day agreed to become full-fledged slaves if they did not
complete the tasks which their creditors set before them. The requirement
that the garment be returned during the night as a guard against the
evening chill speaks to a society which recognizes those citizens who are
on the economic edge (Lev 25:39; van der Ploeg 1972 :82 ) . It is also suggestive
of a society which is not above violating its own social code and needs to
be reminded of its obligations to the community as a whole (Mendelsohn
1949:85-91) .
In the trial of Hosiahu from the Yavne-Yam inscription, a slave indicts
his creditor for confiscating his cloak for alleged failure to work as con-
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tracted (Matthews and Benj amin 1991b: 133) . Should it not be returned, he
would have no recourse but to sell himself into slavery since the one guard
against that status, his garment, had been confiscated (Exod 22:26-27; Deut
24:12-13; Amos 2:8).
Women of a household were sold as slaves more often than men. Meso
potamian sources reveal a large proportion of slaves being female, perhaps
reflecting the need for women to perfo rm menial tasks in small households
(Harris 1975:333). Women were also sold as wives (Neh 5:5; Turnbaum
1987: 545; Phillips 1984: 63, n. 15) . If the father of a household sold his
daughter as a slave the owner could claim her as a wife for himself or
his son (Exod 21:7-8; Schwartz 1986: 245) . If she did not please him she
could be redeemed and have her contract voided for a price (Gelb 1972:86;
Schwartz 1986:248).
As a condition for a vow or in appreciation for the time a slave had
already served, creditors could reduce the actual amount of time due them
for a debt. In Jeremiah creditors in Jerusalem freed their slaves as part of a
petition to Yahweh to lift the Babylonian siege of the city (Jer 34:8-22) . But
when, in fact, the siege was lifted they reneged on their oath and placed
their debtors back in slavery (Carroll 1986:648-49 ) .
Debt slaves could also voluntarily extend their service. Exodus and Deu
teronomy (Exod 21: 1-6; D eut 15:12-18) describe the ritual which trans
formed temporary debt slaves into permanent members of the households
which they had served . At the end of the six years of slavery, debt slaves
were free to make choices for themselves (Weinfeld 1972: 282) . Candidates
for this change of status set the ritual in motion by making a pledge of
allegiance or love for the household of their owners. They renounced their
right to go out through the city gate, which meant they could not own land
or conduct any other business (CH article 15; Turnbaum 1987:548) . The
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significance of the oath of the candidate was similar to that made by Ruth
the daughter-in-law in the book of Ruth (Ruth 1:16-17).
In response to candidates' requests, owners brought them to a sanctuary
or the doorway to the house so that both the village and the divine assembly
could witness the transformation (CH articles 20, 103, 106, 120, 126; Phillips
1984:55-56) . Here owners pierced the ears of the candidates with an awl.
This final step achieved two aims. It enhanced the significance of the ritual
by adding place to action and, like circumcision, it created a distinctive scar
(Mendelsohn 1949:49; Matthews 1987:33). A ring or tag of ownership could
then be inserted for easy identification of the slave's status (Phillips 1984:
51) . Although by this ritual of transformation debt slaves became members
of their owner' s households , they could still be sold to pay its debts or
transferred as part of an inheritance at the death of the owner (CH article
119; Phillips 1984:51; Harris 1975: 336).

The Slave in a Story of Abraham and Lot
(Gen 13:5-14:24)
The story of Abram and Lot in G enesis (Gen 13:5-14:24) involves both
the taking and the freeing of slaves . The state of Sodom defaults on its debts
to the state of Elam, which consequently confiscates the land of Sodom and
enslaves its people. The household of Lot is taken as prisoners of war to
become slaves for Elam, until Abram attacks and delivers them. But in an
interesting reversal Abraham, having defeated the armies of Elam, refuses
either to enslave the Elamites who are now his prisoners or to take posses
sion of their land.
Abram's riveting Lawrence-of-Arabia character in the story of Abram and
Lot is unique among all the other portrayals of him in the Bible. Here,
Abram' s friends are in danger, so he musters warriors and drives the enemy
out of the land. This Abram is powerful, daring, triumphant. In most stories,
Abram/ Abraham is a gentle herder who cares for his household not with
power or wealth but by his wits . The character of Abram is not the only
surprise in this story. More than ten percent of all the words here occur
rarely or nowhere else in the Bible (Wenham 1987:304) . For example, the
title "God the Most High" is used only in a few pieces of poetry, and the title
" Creator of Heaven and Earth" appears nowhere else (Hamilton 1990:411;
Vawter 1986:461-67) . Likewise, everywhere else in the Bible the Amorites
are Israel' s enemies, but here they are Abram's covenant partners . And
finally, this story is the only place in the Bible which calls Abram a Hebrew.
If the story of Abram and Lot were the annals of a monarch or a hero
story, then the protagonist should be powerful, daring, and triumphant.
Great rulers in the ancient Near East developed annals as a public relations
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tool to celebrate their prowess in war and to remind their people how they
protected them from the enemy. The most popular illustrated annals in
Egypt, like the Narmer Palette, portrayed pharaohs preparing to crush the
heads of their enemies with a war club (Hoffman 1988:42) . The same
military triumphalism characterizes the annals of the Assyrian emperors
from Mesopotamia. Both Tiglath-Pileser III and Sargon II remember their
victories with lists of cities conquered, prisoners taken, and plunder seized.
If Abram was the ruler of a great state he too may have celebrated his
accomplishments in annals like these ancient rulers.
But there are important differences between the story of Abram and Lot
and the annals of ancient Near Eastern monarchs. The story does celebrate
Abram as a warrior, but as a modest one, and modesty is not characteristic
of annals. Technically, Abram does not wage war, he defends Sodom, his
covenant partner. And while this story is full of names for verifiable rulers
and identifiable geographical locations, there is little of the kind of detail
which abounds in the annals of other rulers such as casualty lists and
manifests of plunder taken (Sarna 1966:103 ) .
The story of Abram and Lot i s a n ancestor story which celebrates the
household of Abram and Sarai for knowing not only how to make covenants
but also how to keep them. It is one of a series reflecting different aspects
of the covenant skills of their household. Other stories of Abram and Sarai
in Genesis (Gen 11:37-13:4) celebrate Israel's ancestors as negotiators who
make covenants with Yahweh their God, Pharaoh their enemy, and with
Lot and Melchizedek their friends. This story of Abram and Lot celebrates
Abram for fulfilling his covenant with Lot and for making a new covenant
with Melchizedek. By placing Abram on the international political stage
with the rulers of the most powerful states in Mesopotamia, Syria-Palestine,
and Asia Minor (Astour 1966:78 ) , tellers portray him, as storytellers also
portray S olomon, as a great ruler (1 Kgs 10: 1-11:3) . Both Abram and
Solomon blessed the states of their time, and these states in turn blessed
them (Gen 12:1-3) .
Abram and Lot are covenant partners. Lot i s not a fool who embarrasses
his successful uncle Abram (pace Vawter 1977:242; pace Coats 1983:142-48) .
And Lot is not just Abram's foil whose selfishness highlights Abram's
generosity when Lot greedily picks the best part of the country, even though
his choice turns out to have been disastrous, and his very life depends on
the selflessness and loyalty of the uncle he has alienated (pace Sarna 1966:
102; pace Helyer 1983 ) . Lot's separation from Abram is not the act of a fool
who does not realize that only with Abram can he survive. Lot does not
separate from Abram, he negotiates a covenant to remain related to Abram.
And it is this covenant which allows the household of Lot to survive. Lot is
not selfish, he is farsighted.
Although only the history of the conflict, the terms, and the litany are
clearly present in the covenant between Abram and Lot (Gen 13:5-18) , it
still mirrors the characteristic language and content of the genre. The
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history presents the official background to the conflict, which the covenant
now settles . The declaration "No Strife! " announces that Abram and Lot are
officially at peace with one another and that they are "kinsmen" (Gen 13:8) .
Although, the covenant between Abram and Lot no longer preserves the
stipulation for a defensive alliance, the story which follows clearly assumes
that they establish such an agreement. For example, a foreign army invades
Sodom and it sends a message saying: "Come and help me. " Abram comes
and fights against the enemy of his covenant partner. And finally, once
order has been restored, Abram returns to Mamre without staying to exploit
the state he delivers. The covenant concludes with blessings, and Abram
builds an altar to Yahweh to record and promulgate it.
Consequently, Abram' s deliverance of Sodom in chapter 14 may not be
as out of place in Genesis as it has often appeared. When Elam' s vassals
default on their treaty obligations, leading Elam to take reprisals against
the Rephaim, Zuzim, Emim, Horites, Amalekites, and Amorites (Gen 14:47), Lot is still living at Sodom, and Abram is still at Mamre where preceding
stories had left them (Gen 13:12, 18) . And unless Abram and Lot make a
covenant as they do in chapter 13 (Gen 13:5-18) , it would be difficult fo r
storytellers to demonstrate that Abram is an ancestor who keeps his cove
nants in chapter 14 (Gen 14: 1-24) .
Some translations give the impression that Elam' s covenant partners rebel
rather than revolt (11�. mii.rafl) . The distinction is important. For example,
Americans today refer to the war which began in 1775 as the War of
Independence. The British, on the other hand, call it the Rebellion. When
a story is told from the perspective of the monarchs it is appropriate to say
the slaves rebelled. But the story of Abram and Lot is not told from Elam' s
perspective. Therefore, Sodom and the household of Lot are fighting fo r their
freedom from slavery to Elam (Hamilton 1990:402). This is Sodom's War of
Independence.
Under the terms of its treaty with Elam, Sodom is committed to align itself
with Elam' s foreign policy and offer logistical and military assistance to
Elam's army. The most common declaration of independence in the ancient
Near East is defaulting on these obligations to draft soldiers to serve in the
sovereign's army and to pay taxes on all crops, herds, raw materials, and
manufa ctured goods. In the ancient Near East every war of independence
was a taxpayers ' revolt. There was no need to launch a military attack, the
first blow was always economic.
In the second episode, Sodom and the other Cities of the Pl a in prepare to
defend themselves against Elam. The armies of Elam rout but do not anni
hilate Sodom and Gomorrah's army. Their monarchs and some of the
soldiers escape (Sarna 1966:108-9). The monarchs of Sodom and Gomorrah
do not accidentally fall, nor do they consciously throw themselves into the
tar pits to commit suicide (Sarna 1989: 10) . They crouch down and hide in
the tar pits from Elam' s soldiers who rush by them in hot pursuit. When
Joshua routed the Amorites at Gibeon in Joshua, their monarchs used the
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same strategy to hide from him in a cave at Makkedah (Josh 10: 16) . Tellers
are wonderfully subtle in their use of language here. They use a word which
not only describes the physical position of the monarchs as they crouch
down to create a low profile in order to avoid detection by their pursuers,
but which also carries the connotation that the monarchs are once again
prostrate as vassals before Chedorlaomer, the ruler of Elam (Hamilton
1990: 403) . Similarly, the armies of Elam do not plunder Sodom wantonly.
Destroying Sodom would destroy a rich source of income for Elam. Instead,
the armies simply collect their back taxes or exact reparations from Sodom
by confiscating the city's grain (c?;:,�. 'akelam) and livestock (rd;:,1, rekus) . In
addition, Chedorlaomer takes the household of Lot as slaves.
In the climax episode Sodom sends a messenger (m,?:;i, piilit) to Abram.
The runner is not simply a survivor of the battle fo r Sodom, but an official
messenger on a diplomatic mission. In the world of the Bible, monarchs
carefully maintained corps of messengers to keep them informed of events
throughout the state (Meier 1988) . Without messengers, monarchs could
not make timely decisions and carry out swift responses to a crisis.
Abram responds to the messenger's news by arming the slaves of his
household (Wenham 1987:314; Hamilton 1990: 406). Abram takes the weap
ons of his household out of storage, he empties the war chest and draws his
own sword (pii, rfq) to declare war on Elam. The slaves born in his house
are the most loyal to Abram since they have not known any other owner
(Harris 1975:339) .
Abram does not attack Elam at night. He deploys at night and attacks at
dawn. Night attacks are possible. Gideon, for example, attacks the Midian
ites at night (Judg 7:19) . However, the story of Gideon in Judges is careful
to explain that Gideon's warriors used torches in the darkness. Abram does
not. By waiting until nightfall to deploy, Abram prevents the Elamites from
knowing an attack is pending and thus from making preparations to defend
themselves. This is the same strategy which David used against the Amalek
ites (1 Sam 30: 17 ; Eph' al 1983:95-96) .
After a decisive defeat of Elam, Melchizedek certifies Abram's fulfillment
of his covenant with Sodom; and Abram tithes plunder from Elam to the
God Most High (1,,?l.', 1ely6n). The appearance of Melchizedek of S alem at
the conclusion of the story has often seemed out of place (Schatz 1972:26389) . He has not been mentioned before, and he seems to be from Jerusalem,
which is a long way from Sodom. In addition, he seems to interrupt the
monarch of Sodom who comes out to greet Abram but does not get a chance
to speak. Nonetheless , there are literary connections which weave the
Melchizedek episode and the monarch of Sodom episode together. Both the
monarch of Sodom and Abram use the same title for God which Melchizedek
uses. The God Most High was ruler of the divine assembly. Melchizedek, on
behalf of the God Most High, declares Abram eligible for the blessings which
the monarch of Sodom attempts to bestow.
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The names " S alem" and "Jerusalem" may refer to two different sanctuar
ies (Ps 76:3). Salem may be a sanctuary for the Cities of the Plain on the
east side of the Dead Sea rather than the city of Jerusalem on the west side.
But it is the connotations of S alem which are more important here in the
story than its geographical location. If Salem is Jerusalem then Jerusalem
was the sanctuary where the covenant between Abram and Lot was ratified.
Just as David chooses Jerusalem as a neutral city b etween Israel in the north
and Judah in the south, Abram and Lot choose Salem, in contrast to either
Moreh or Sodom, to ratify their covenant. It was neutral territory and
Melchizedek its priest was recognized by both partners (Smith 1965: 141;
Hamilton 1990:409-10) . Protocol required that Abram return to the same
sanctuary where he negotiated the covenant, to verify that he had fulfilled it.
Few war stories in the Bible brag of the military prowess of Israel's
warriors. Instead, Israel is only victorious if Yahweh delivers or turns the
enemy over to its warriors (li1J, niitan) . Melchizedek' s blessing carefully
reflects this technical language. Melchizedek certifies that Abram has ful
filled his covenant obligations, and therefore is eligible for the blessings
which such loyalty deserves.
Literally, the story of Abram and Lot says : " he gave him a tenth of
everything" and not "Abram gave Melchizedek a tenth of everything " (Gen
14:20 ) . If Melchizedek and the monarch of Sodom are considered to be two
separate rulers of two separate states , Melchizedek and the monarch of
S odom should both be paying Abram for delivering them from Elam, their
common enemy. However, there is a tradition of interpretation which
regards Abram as the one who pays the tithe, not Melchizedek (Muffs
1982:82-94; Schatz 1972:72) . In this interpretation, Melchizedek and the
monarch of Sodom are two different officials who are playing separate roles
in a single treaty ceremony. Abram gives Melchizedek a tithe on the plunder
taken from Chedorlaomer and then returns the balance to Sodom (Fisher
1962:268-69) .
The sacrifice which Abram offers fulfills the vow which his household
made before going into battle against Elam. His warriors promised, dedi
cated, banned, or devoted this portion of their plunder to the G od Most High
in exchange for help in winning the battle. In later tellings, Abram' s
payment of tithes i n this story explained the custom o f paying tithes t o the
priests who served in the Jerusalem Temple (Wenham 1987:317) .
When the household of Abram defeats Elam it becomes the legal owner
of the household of Lot and all the slaves of Edom. Both Melchizedek and
the monarch of Sodom are prepared to recognize that legal right. There is
no reason to assume that the intentions of the monarch of Sodom toward
Abram are any different than those of Melchizedek. The monarch of S odom
comes out to meet him and Melchizedek brings out bread and wine. These
are the ritual foods with which they will break their fast as warriors and
officially bring the war to an end. The monarch of Sodom, like the people
who greet Saul and David after their victories, is celebrating Abram' s
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victory; he is not about to threaten or attack him. But he does attempt to
negotiate: "Give me the persons, but take the goods for yourself " (Gen
14:21). However, Abram declines , having shown his superiority over both
Chedorlaomer and his allies and the monarch of Sodom, who had been
defeated twice by the Elamites (Wenham 1987:305) . He does not wish to be
paid for his services in slaves, and therefore he sets all the prisoners of war free.
The land and children of Israel are not the spoils of war but Yahweh' s gift.
In emancipating the household of Lot and the others, who as fo reigners
would have become permanent slaves of Elam, Abram reflects Israel' s un
derstanding of itself as a people who are slaves set free, and who are
themselves emancipators of slaves (Spina 1983:321) . Sodom tenders pay
ment of everything but the hostages; however, Abram deducts only his
warriors ' pay and returns the plunder with the hostages to Sodom. So
Abram magnanimously distributes the spoils to Melchizedek, to his soldiers,
and to Sodom. He keeps nothing for himself. Abram is a client of the God
Most High; to accept goods or land from Sodom would create a conflict of
interest and make him a client of Sodom.
Yahweh, the God Most High, alone provides Abram with goods and land.
The monarch of Sodom does not bless Abram, only the God Most High
blesses him and his household. Abram will not accept a thread or a sandal
thong from the monarch of Sodom as a bounty fo r recovering Sodom's
property. The thread and the sandal-thong do not identify cheap or insig
nificant property (Speiser 1964: 105; Hamilton 1990:413-14) . The thread
identifies movable and manufactured goods such as cloth. The sandal-thong
identifies immovable property such as land walked or surveyed in sandals
which then became a title to the land. Abram' s choice of words in denounc
ing the taking of slaves is echoed in Amos which indicts creditors "because
they sell . . . the needy for a pair of shoes" (Amos 2 : 6) and "buy . . . the
needy for a pair of sandals" (Amos 8:6). The indictment charges creditors
with being ruthless (Giles 1991:14) . Instead of extending the borrower' s time
to pay they fo reclose. The creditors auction the land or the sandals, which
their debtors have offered as collateral, in order to recover the value of their
loan, which is far less than the land itself is worth (Matt 18:21-35) . Abram,
unlike these ruthless creditors, chooses to show mercy to the weak.
Thus , the story concludes by celebrating not only the faithfulness of
Abram to his covenant partners, but also his generosity in victory and his
unconditional confidence that the Most High God would feed and protect his
household. Each virtue was highly prized in ancient Israel. Each virtue was
handed on from generation to generation in stories such as this so that
every generation would know that it was not power, nor wealth, but faith
fulness, generosity, and confidence in Yahweh which made this people Israel.

16
The Prophet

Vi

lages delegated the host to help them deter
mine which strangers were their friends and which were their enemies.
Similarly, states delegated the prophet to help them determine which for
eign nations were their friends and which were their enemies . To carry out
their responsibilities prophets carefully monitored every covenant a state
negotiated and every war it declared. Today the label of "prophet" is given
to a psychic who reads the future, an activist whose criticism brings about
social change , a poet who warns society of impending doom, a speaker who
delivers the Word of the Lord, a precursor who identifies Jesus as the
messiah, or a theologian who emphasizes individual responsibility and
social morality. In the world of the Bible , however, the prophet (Akkadian:
mulJIJu, nabu; K,:l:I, na�i'; Greek: 7tpoq>iit11c;) played a different social and
political role (Lang 1983a:60 ; Lang 1983b:93; Long 1977) . The craft of the
prophet was learned from a teacher or father in a school or guild (2 Kgs
2 : 1-18; 4 : 1-7, 38). The Bible labels a variety of officials as prophets. Origi-
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nally, each played a distinct role. Anthropologists continue to chart the
relationship between the prophet and a whole field of institutions in Israel
and other cultures (Rogerson 1984; Wilson 1980:1-14 ; McKane 1979; Lim
burg 1978; Petersen 1987, 1981; Herion 1986; Lang 1985, 1983a; Culley and
Overholt 1981) .

Classical Prophets
Scholars today refer to prophets whose political and economic positions
correspond to those in the books of the Bible where they appear as " classical
prophets " (Blenkinsopp 1983:43 ; Haran 1977) . Classical prophets generally
opposed the economic and diplomatic policies of monarchs who centralized
Israel' s economy to produce a surplus, and who negotiated covenants with
other states to guarantee military security. Classical prophets considered
these military alliances and trade agreements to be direct challenges to
Yahweh's power and authority to provide for and to protect the land and
its people (Ezek 16: 1-63 ; 23: 1-49) . Like Israel' s legal traditions, the traditions
of Israel' s classical prophets reserve the power and authority to feed and
protect Israel for Yahweh alone. Consequently, for the classical prophets,
no social institution, not even the monarchy, was absolute (Greenberg
1990:103-5) .
Confrontations between monarchs and prophets i n the Bible are not
simply personality conflicts or unavoidable political tensions (pace Green
berg 1990: 110-11) . On the contrary, they reflect the exercise of appropriate
institutional authority. The confrontation between David the monarch and
G ad the prophet, for example, clearly shows the difference between how the
prophets understood the authority which the covenant between Yahweh
and Israel conferred on the monarch and how the monarchs themselves
understood their covenant authority (2 Sam 24: 1-25) .
Likewise, confrontations between monarchs and prophets do not reflect
an understanding in Israel that prophets represent or speak for Yahweh but
monarchs do not. The world of the Bible was not divided into sacred and
secular realms. Monarchs and prophets were both committed to fulfilling
Yahweh' s covenant with Israel. They shared the traditions which stressed
that ultimately only Yahweh fed and protected Israel. They disagreed,
however, on which social system best reflected that conviction. Monarchs
argued for the surplus, centralized economic and military system of a state.
Prophets, on the other hand, argued for the subsistence, decentralized
system attempted by the villages of early Israel (Greenberg 1990: 112) . Mon
archs stressed traditions of stewardship, whereas prophets emphasized the
traditions of Israel as a slave-free society (Lang 1983a:77-80) . For the proph
ets, diplomatic policies providing economic security and military prepared
ness did not lead to peace for Israel and Judah but to disaster.
Prophets thought of themselves as sentries (ii::J�. $Opeh), doing for the state
as a whole what the lookouts on the walls did for their cities (Ezek 3 : 17-21;
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33:1-9; Lang 1983a:68-69) . English uses "watchdog" rather than "watch
man" to refer to those who monitor the performance of officials the way the
prophets monitored the performance of their monarchs (Hos 11:1; Amos
5:15; cf. 1 Sam 12:14-15; 2 Sam 15:1-33) .
In Genesis through Kings, prophecy is a single homogenous movement
present from Abraham onward. Consequently, they celebrate Abraham,
Moses, Aaron, Miriam, Deborah, and Samuel as prophets (Exod 4: 14-16;
7:1-2; 15:20; Deut 18: 18; Judg 4:4; Hos 12:13). 1 and 2 Chronicles (1 Chron
25; 2 Chron 12-20) , on the other hand, pattern their description of the
Levites' liturgical functions in the Jerusalem Temple after 537 BCE on the
role of the tribal prophets in the selection of a chief (Rogerson and Davies
1989:281-82) . Likewise, the Bible today extends prophecy into the post exilic
period after 537 BCE with Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi. What distin
guishes Abraham from Elisha, Miriam from Huldah, Haggai from Hosea,
and Zechariah from Ezekiel is that the social world of Elisha, Hosea, Huldah,
and Ezekiel is a state, while that of Abraham, Miriam, Haggai, and Zech
ariah is not. Technically, the differences between the social worlds in which
they functioned are too great to identify anthropologically (Rogerson and
Davies 1989:274-78) . And even though the Bible acknowledges them as
honorary prophets, Abraham, Aaron, and Miriam are not as much proph
ets, as they are ancestors. Likewise, Deborah and Samuel are chiefs, while
Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi are visionaries (mn, ]Jozeh; i1�1. ro 'eh) or
time travelers (Petersen 1988:37-64; Comaroff 1985; Hanson 1979; Carroll 1973).

Ecstasy
Possession, inspiration , or ecstasy was common to the prophets in the
world of the Bible (1 Sam 19:19-24; 1 Kgs 18: 1-46) . Ecstasy was a trance in
which prophets lost control of their emotions and physical movements. This
heightened sensitivity appeared in the prophets of Israel, Canaan, and Mari
(Malamat 1987:33-52; Lang 1983a:73-74; Ringgren 1982; Ginsberg 1978;
Parker 1978; Schmitt 1977; Lewis 1971 ) .
I n his memoirs , the Egyptian diplomat Wen-Amon reflects o n his encoun
ter with a prophet while traveling in Syria-Palestine between 1100 and 1050
BCE. While in ecstasy the prophet advises the monarch that Wen-Amon is
ready to leave the state illegally (pace Lang 1983a:163, n. 132 ) . Even the
hieroglyphic letters in the Egyptian word for "prophet" used in Wen-Amon's
memoirs show a human figure in violent motion or epileptic convulsion
(Pritchard 1969:26, n. 13) .
Some prophets induced ecstasy with meditation ( 1 Kgs 18:41-46 ) . Some
fasted until they became ecstatic (1 Kgs 19: 1-8) . Others produced a trance
with music (1 Sam 10:5; 16:14-18; 19: 19-24; 2 Kgs 3 : 15-19) . And some proph
ets danced to stimulate their senses (1 Kgs 18:26-29) . In native American
cultures prophets induce ecstasy with drugs or lapse into an ecstatic state
following a prolonged illness (Overholt 1985 , 1986, 1988, 1989) .
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Telling the Future
The impact of the prophets in traditional societies was impressive because
of their ability to see the significance of a present crisis for the near future.
The prophet did not predict a crisis, but rather responded to it. The kind of
crisis which involved the prophet was one which was destroying society's
old rules and throwing it into a period without rules (Burridge 1981; 1969:
165-70) . The prophet analyzed proposals for social survival, fo rmulating
new rules, which were solutions for the short-term. The Iroquois prophet
Handsome Lake in 1800, for example, was clearly concerned with short
term, not long-term consequences (Overholt 1985, 1986, 1988, 1989 ) . He did
not predict the coming of the Europeans to the Americas, nor even the
liquor which they would irresponsibly sell to the Iroquois. Instead he re
sponded to the crisis which the Europeans were creating by prophesying
that the Iroquois would survive only by accommodating themselves to the
good things which the Europeans brought, such as education and health
care, and avoiding the bad things, such as liquor (Wallace 1972) .

Prophets and Monarchs
The primary crises to which prophets in Israel responded were the politi
cal and economic policies of the monarchs of Israel and Judah between 1000
and 587 BCE (Greenberg 1990:110-13; Hanson 1985; Porter 1982:13-30; Long
1981) . Some prophets, like Nathan and Isaiah, were closely aligned with
their monarchs. Others, like Elijah and Elisha, were peripheral and were
aligned with village households. Nonetheless , all prophets exercised power
as the monarchs' loyal opposition, who repeatedly challenged the diplo
matic policies of the state (Weinfeld 1986; Crenshaw 1971; Lang 1983a:
63-68; Benjamin 1991:135-44) .
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After 850 BCE Syria-Palestine fell under Assyria's sphere of influence.
Assyrian diplomats, like the Rabshekah in S amuel-Kings, negotiated di
rectly with the soldiers of Judah rather than with Hezekiah their monarch
(2 Kgs 18:13-37) . About the same time, prophets in Israel and Judah began
to employ the same technique by announcing the verdicts of the divine
assembly directly to the people, rather than to the monarchs and their
courts (Amos 4 : 4-13 ) .

False Prophets
When Jews living in Alexandria, Egypt translated the Hebrew Bible into
Greek sometime after 200 BCE they labeled some of the prophets as " false
prophets" (Greek: \j/EU007tpoq>flt"ll <; ) . For example, although the Bible simply
refers to Hananiah as a "prophet" (Jer 28: 1 ) , the Greek translation or
Septuagint introduced him as a "false prophet" (Jer 35: 1 ) . False or profes
sional prophets were officials retained as consultants on diplomatic policy
by the monarchs of Israel and Judah (Malamat 1989:89-92; Hossfeld and
Meyer 1974) . They were not necessarily morally degenerate or politically
corrupt officials (pace Eichrodt [1961]1:332-37) . They simply had a different
understanding of the obligations which Israel's covenant with Yahweh
imposed upon the state and its monarchs than did the books of the Bible in
which they appear (Deut 13: 1-5; 18:20-22; 1 Kgs 13:11-32 ; 22: 1-28; Jer
14:11-16; 28; Mic 3:5-7; Zeph 3:4; Festinger 1956, 1957; Gross 1979; Hossfe ld
and Meyer 1973 ) . For example, when Amaziah charges Amos with being a
professional prophet paid by the monarch of Judah to destabilize Israel,
Amos argues that he makes his living as a herder and farmer, not as a
professional prophet (Amos 7: 10-17) .

Verdicts and Pantomimes
Prophets were masters of both the silent and the sounded arts. They
executed not only words, but also symbolic actions (Dick 1984; Lang 1983a:
83-91; Farbridge 1970 [1923] ; Lindblom 1973:46, 171-72) . Symbolic actions
(m:mj, m6pet) are pantomimes (Bauman 1975) . Prophets used three kinds of
pantomimes . There were single dramatic gestures , for example, as when
Jeremiah buries his clothes in the river bank (Jer 13: 1-11 ; Ezek 4-5 ) ; austere
practices or asceticism, as when Jeremiah refuses to marry or attend funer
als or celebrations (Jer 16: 1-13 ) ; and the prophet's identification of the silent
actions or craft of another, as when Jeremiah, like a docent, draws the
attention of his audience to vintners jugging their wine (Jer 13:12-14) .
Pantomime is the ancient and universal art of gesture, an expression of
social interaction (Broadbent 1964; A. Wilson 1935). Although pantomime
first appears in the cave paintings of the stone age and the reliefs of Egypt,
Aristotle begins his discussion of pantomime with the Greeks and Romans
(Rolfe 1979; Newberry 1893: part ii, plate iv) . Anthropologists, sociologists,
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and dramatists continue to identify a wide variety of pantomimes in the
magic, ritual, and dances of traditional societies (Rolfe 1979 ) . Technically,
pantomime is theater without script. Although performers in masks may
even use words and music to accompany their gestures (Nobleman 1979 : 1) ,
mime i s primarily a spectacle o r "movie , " an art whose medium i s move
ment, which appeals to the sense of sight. Pantomime grew from a con
viction in traditional cultures that only gestures , acrobatics , and dance
can appropriately address human realities whose profundity demands si
lence (Bourquin 1979:1, 4 ; Nicoll 1963: 18-19; Hieb 1974; Bellman 1974;
Comstock 197 4 ) .
Pantomime (m�. 'at) for the prophets was not solely representational art
describing coming events, but also an act influential in bringing about
events (Falk 1960: 72-74; Kornfeld 1962:50-57; Ouellette 1967:504-16; Gru
ber 1977; Gruber 1978: 89-97) . For them it was a catalyst of social change
which highlighted and sometimes ridiculed the fa ults of the establishment
(Bourquin 1979:3; Nobleman 1979; Nicoll 1963: 18-19) .
Prophetic words borrowed genres from a variety of social institutions
(Wolff 1986) . The woe or lament portrayed the prophet as a mourner (Ezek
24:9-10; Clifford 1966) . The parable and the proverb cast the prophet as a
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teacher (Isa 5 : 1-10) ; the miracle story and the call story as a monarch (2 Kgs
4 : 1-7; Jer 1 :14-19) ; the covenant lawsuit and the oracle as a member of the
divine assembly (1 Kgs 22:10-17; Hos 4 : 1-4) ; and oracles against nations as
a chief (Jer 48: 46) .
The miracle stories of Elij ah and Elisha were told in villages from which
monarchs taxed food and recruited warriors (1 Sam 8 : 11-17; 1 Kgs 21: 1-29) .
The miracles of these prophets are not so much authorizations of their
power as indictments of the monarchs' misuse of power (Overholt 1982;
Long 1975) . Virtually all the miracles focus on some aspect of feeding and
protecting. Miracles demonstrated the effortlessness with which Yahweh
could fe ed and protect the people in contrast to the costly efforts of the
monarchs to feed and protect them through covenants with other nations.
For example, monarchs took widows' sons for the army, thus putting them
to death, whereas Elijah raises the son of the widow of Zarephath to life
(1 Kgs 17:17-24) . Monarchs taxed widows to death, Elisha gives the widow
an endless supply of oil (2 Kgs 4:1-7) . And when a borrowed axe necessary
to clear the land is lost, Elisha returns it so that the lender would not
fo reclose on the land in order to pay for the axe (2 Kgs 6 : 1-7) .
The call stories of lsaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel were told b y Israelites who
had witnessed the coronation of monarchs (Lang 1983a:72-7 4; Buss 1981 ;
Habel 1965 ) . The literary pattern i n these stories includes a divine encounter
or lure (Isa 6 : 1-2) , an introductory word or greeting (Isa 6:3-5) , an objection
or demurrer (Isa 6 : 4-5 ) , a commission (Isa 6 : 9-10 ) , and a sign or talisman
(Isa 6 :11-13) . The intention of the stories is to confer authority on the
prophet, not to provide an autobiography. Both the coronation of a mon
arch and the inauguration of a prophet reminded the state that both officials
were delegated, not divine. Monarchs were delegated to negotiate cove
nants, prophets to monitor the state' s compliance with its covenants. Be
cause marriages between covenant partners ratified the negotiations for
fo od and arms, "marriage" was a synonym for " covenant" in the world of
the Bible. And because classical prophets considered the covenants which
the monarchs of Israel and Judah negotiated for food and arms to be
violations of Israel' s standing covenant or marriage with Yahweh for pro
visions and protection, they continually indicted these agreements as adul
tery and prostitution, or covenants without any validity (Hos 1 : 1-3:5).

Prophets and Elders
There was more than one j udicial system in Israel as a state. There was
the divine assembly over which Yahweh presided, there were assemblies in
the villages and cities over which the elders presided, and there were
state courts over which j udges appointed by the monarch presided. Al
though they functioned contemporaneously, one did not review or appeal
to the other (pace Kohler 1957:139-40 ) . Prophets were associated to some
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extent with each system but they had a special role in the divine assembly
(Isa 1 : 1-31 ) .
Since village and city assemblies antedated the formation of the state and
its courts, they served as rival centers of power. Prophets associated them
selves with the city assembly which convened at the gate to emphasize their
function in balancing the power of the monarchs. Prophets used the gate
court to direct attention to the two standard issues by which the perfor
mance of a monarch was evaluated : food and protection (Jer 19: 1-13; 20:2) .
Like any other citizen, prophets stood at the gate to initiate their course of
action. But the venue of the trial was regularly transferred to the divine
assembly, as it is in Samuel-Kings (1 Kgs 22: 1-40) , where monarchs and
prophets meet on the threshing floor at the city gate to discern whether or
not the divine assembly has authorized Israel and Judah to go to war against
Aram (Matthews 1987:30-31).
In the world of the Bible, the divine assembly was analogous to the city
assembly (Mullen 1980:111-280; Cross 1973: 1-76) . Both were judicial bodies
made up of citizens which met at a threshold to resolve a crisis . Both the
city assembly and the divine assembly helped resolve disputes involving
land and children. Members of a household appeared before the city assem
bly; monarchs and prophets stood before the divine assembly. Annually the
divine assembly convened at a sanctuary to review the covenants between
one state and another. During these festivals, prophets filed a covenant
lawsuit (:::i � i. rflz) against any monarch who did not fulfill the covenant
obligations of the state to Yahweh (Huffmon 1959; Limburg 1969; Mowinckel
1987) . It was the divine assembly which served as the jury before which the
prophets indicted the monarchs of Israel and Judah, and it was the decision
of the divine assembly which the prophets announced at the end of the trial
in their oracles or verdicts (Mic 3 ) .

Prophets and Messengers
The prophet has often been compared to the messenger ('lK,�. mal 'iik) in
the world of the Bible (Lang 1983a:70-74; Ross 1962; Westermann 1967) .
There were similarities between messengers and prophets, but the role of
the prophet was more judicial than administrative (Matthews 1991; 1987:2627; Rogerson and Davies 1989:278) . Although Samuel-Kings refer to mes
sengers more than twenty times, only Haggai and Malachi refer to prophets
as messengers (1 Sam 23:27; 2 Sam 11:19-24; Hag 1:13 ; Mal 3 : 1 ) .
Both messengers and prophets were representatives . But messengers rep
resented monarchs, whereas prophets represented the divine assembly.
Both the divine assembly and the monarchs commissioned their repre
sentatives with the formula "Go to . . . and say" (Gen 32:3-4; Isa 45:11-13;
Jer 2 : 1-3; Amos 1 : 3-5) . But messengers carried information, whereas proph
ets delivered a legal verdict. Oracles of judgment are verdicts which impose
a sentence; oracles of salvation are verdicts which extend a reprieve or
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pardon. Both messengers and prophets were treated with the same respect
or disdain due those they represented. But messengers played little role in
the development of or response to the communications they carried. Proph
ets , on the other hand, took an active part both in the deliberations of the
divine assembly, which led to the verdicts they announced, and in working
out Israel' s response. In Amos, for example, the prophet mediates several
sentence reductions before the divine assembly reaches its final verdict on
Israel (Amos 7:1-9 ) .

Prophets and Chiefs
War, too, was an institution which brought monarchs and prophets
together over the issue of protecting Israel (Lang 1983a:61-63) . In early
Israel, war could only be declared by Yahweh, who lifted up a chief to
deliver the people from slavery. The state replaced the muster of warriors
with a standing professional army, sent into battle as a component of royal
strategy and diplomacy. Prophets remained part of the protocol of war used
by villages (1 Kgs 22: 1-40) . Execrations or oracles against foreign nations
(Amos 1:3-2: 16) , the Day-of-Yahweh traditions (Jer 46:10; Amos 5 :18) , and
the enemy-from-the-north motif (Jer 1 : 15 ) , all played a part in mustering
warriors in early Israel (Lang 1983a:76, 78-79) .

The Prophet in the Trial of Ahaz
(Isa 7:1-25)
At the trial of Ahaz in Isaiah (Isa 7 : 1-25) , Isaiah uses the children Shear
J ashub and Immanuel in pantomime to indict Ahaz for planning to call on
Assyria to help protect Judah against an invasion by Israel and Syria. These
pantomimes are poignantly staged in light of the expectation in the world
of the Bible that during a military crisis a monarch would offer a human
sacrifice (2 Kgs 3:26-27) .
Historians call the war which began in 734 BCE the " Syro-Ephraimite
War" because Syria and Israel (the latter ruled by the household of Eph
raim) invaded Judah. This military crisis erupted when the foreign policies
of Assyria, Syria, Israel, and Judah collided. Assyria wanted to free world
trade from raiders and obstructing states . Syria wanted to free Syria-Pales
tine from Assyria. Israel wanted to free Judah from the isolationist policies
of the Davidic monarchy. And Judah wanted to free itself from Israel.
Tiglath-Pileser III (744-727 BCE ) formally inaugurated a new age of em
pires, sometime after 750 BCE, by completely reorganizing Assyria's bureau
cracy to gain political and economic control of the trade routes running
from the Mediterranean coast inland. Any embargo in these trade lanes cut
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off Assyria's imports of metals, lumber, and horses, setting off riots among
Assyria's citizens (Miller and Hayes 1986:318-19) . Under Tiglath-pileser's
leadership Assyria ratified three kinds of covenants with foreign states.
Any state willing to align itself with Assyria' s foreign policy and offer
logistical and military assistance became an Assyrian satellite or ally. These
covenant partners retained self-determination in their domestic policies.
However, an ally unable to meet its quotas lost its self-determination and
became an Assyrian vassal or colony. In a colony, officials retained their
titles and offices, but Assyrian personnel reviewed all domestic policies to
guarantee that the colony would meet the empire' s military and financial
budget. These officials functioned much like officials of the International
Monetary Fund function in the world today. Their primary responsibility
was to design austerity measures for states to implement in order to meet
their debt obligations to Assyria. Any reticence or refusal on the part of
local officials left the colony subject to outright foreclosure by Assyria.
Assyria would deport all state personnel, redistribute its population to
developing regions of the empire, and assign the colony an Assyrian mili
tary governor, incorporating it completely into the empire as a province.
Assyria preferred to leave states in place rather than to administer coun
tries directly. Local monarchs did a better j ob of managing commerce than
Assyrian officials; local soldiers provoked fewer border incidents with Egypt
than Assyrian troops (Miller and Hayes 1986:320-22) . However, only states
with healthy economies and popular monarchs managed to maintain their
self-determination. Assyria's budget requirements increased continually,
and few states could meet Assyria's expectations and avoid a taxpayers'
revolt. Dethroning and revolution were frequent. For example, Israel went
from the status of an Assyrian ally in 738 BCE, to an Assyrian colony in 732
BCE, and finally to an Assyrian province in 721 BCE.
By 742 BCE, Rezin's state of Aram at Damascus in southern Syria was
aggressively pursuing an expansionist policy of its own. After Pekah' s revolt
against the monarch of Israel, Syrian troops occupied Israel' s grain produc
ing state of Gilead east of the Jordan River (2 Kgs 15:37; Amos 1 : 3-5 ) . They
also cooperated in the seizure of Judah ' s Red Sea port at Elat by Edomite
troops (2 Kgs 16:6; Tadmor 1962:116-18; Miller and Hayes 1986:323-26).
Despite the loss of Gilead and Elat, neither Israel nor Judah were seriously
interested in revolting against Assyria.
Without the support of Israel and Judah, Syria had to delay its plans to
challenge Assyria and j oined Israel and Judah in 738 BCE in paying their
assessments to subsidize Tiglath-pileser' s war with Urartu (in present-day
Armenia) . During his administration, Tiglath-pileser filed annual reports on
the implementation of his foreign policy on the palace walls at Calah
Nimrud (Levine 1972a:l9 ; 1972b: 41) . He duly reported the financing and
supplies which Assyria's covenant partners provided for this campaign
(Matthews and Benjamin 199lb : l26).
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With the help of Syria, Pekah engineered the assassination of Pekahiah
in 735 BCE (2 Kgs 15: 25) . This completed his takeover of Israel and gave Syria
a strategic base for invading Judah and forcing Ahaz into an anti-Assyrian
coalition. Syria attempted to repeat this strategy of assassination against
Ahaz but he escaped (2 Chron 28:7). Consequently, by 734 BCE Syria and
Israel were preparing for a full-scale invasion of Judah, strategically target
ing the capital city of Jerusalem (2 Kgs 15:29-30, 37; 16:5-9; Isa 7:1-8:8; 2
Chron 28:5-21). Following the military defeat of Judah, Syria and Israel
planned to turn Judah over to the household of Tabeel, which had strong ties
with Tyre on the Mediterranean coast (Vanel 1974: 17-24; Oswalt 1986: 193) .
Since 885 BCE Judah had been an ally of Israel, and thus was obligated by
covenant to follow Israel's fo reign policy initiatives. Nonetheless, by putting
Judah's military on alert and fulfilling its covenant obligation to Assyria,
Ahaz refused to support the anti-Assyrian policies of Pekah and, in effect,
abrogated Judah' s covenant with Israel (Isa 8 :11-15; Miller and Hayes 1986:
329, 344) . Some in Judah clearly supported Ahaz' policy of seeking Assyrian
aid to gain Judah' s independence from Israel; some supported Syria's policy
of seeking Israel and Judah' s aid to gain independence from Assyria. Isaiah,
on the other hand, represented an attempt to keep Judah non-aligned, or
at least only minimally compliant with its obligations to Assyria (Dietrich
1976: 60-99; Huber 1976:10-34). The interventions which Isaiah makes now
appear in Isaiah (Isa 7-8; 9:8-21 ; 17:1-6; 28: 1-4) .
The language which Isaiah speaks i n the Bible today reflects an education
available only to the affluent citizens of Jerusalem (Whedbee 1971: 13-22,
149-54) . Although it is unlikely that Isaiah was an official serving in the
state, he certainly had access to the royal court (Isa 8:2; 22: 15-16) and the
monarch as well (Isa 7:3; Wilson 1980:271; Fichtner 1949:75-80; Kovacs
1974:171-89) . The most powerful intervention which Isaiah makes in sup
port of the coalition's doctrine of non-alignment appears in the trial of Ahaz
(Isa 7:1-25) .
The crisis which Ahaz and his advisors face i s complex. On the one hand,
as an Assyrian colony, Judah has a legal responsibility to use military force
to put down any rebellion against Assyria. On the other hand, as an ally of
Israel, Judah has a legal responsibility to support Israel' s struggle for free
dom. Regardless of whether Judah decides to support Assyria or Israel it
faces dire consequences. If Judah does not j oin Israel and Syria's struggle
against Assyria they will invade. If Judah does j oin in their struggle Assyria
will invade (Vogt 1972:249-55; Cogan 1974:97-103) . Ahaz' advisors are
unable to reach a decision. The monarch recesses the meeting ostensibly to
inspect Jerusalem's defenses and the Kidron Valley reservoirs (Ridderbos
1985:81) . Regardless of which decision Judah makes, there will be an inva
sion and Jerusalem must prepare for siege. But the strategy of a recess is
intended primarily to offer the deadlocked participants time to negotiate.
The Gihon spring in the Kidron Valley east of the city is Jerusalem's main
water source. Springs were regularly left outside the walls of cities in the
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ancient Near East to protect them from pollution. Engineers knew that
building around or on top of a water source would destroy it. The decision
to leave springs outside the walls conserved them during peacetime but
exposed them and their cities to destruction during a war. Protecting a city's
source of water during a siege was a logistical nightmare. Consequently,
Ahaz inspects the Siloam channel with his advisors (Burrows 1958:221-27;
Amiran 1975:75-78) .
The Siloam channel was an irrigation canal which drew water from the
Gihon spring and moved it south along the valley to the upper pool or
Siloam reservoir. In the world of the Bible, fullers manufactured cloth from
wool. They used large quantities of water to shrink and thicken the cloth,
which explains the location of the Fuller's Field adj acent to Jerusalem's
major water system. Ahaz' inspection tour takes him outside the city, away
from the bulk of his advisors, and gives Isaiah the opportunity to lobby the
monarch in virtual privacy. Isaiah proposes that Judah remain non-aligned
in this conflict (Gottwald 1985: 379; Jensen 1984:93) .
A key assumption in Isaiah's argument is the tradition which considers
the city of Jerusalem, and Zion, its citadel, impregnable (Clements 1980: 7289; Jensen 1984:93) . Yahweh will faithfully (n��' 'emeD fulfill his commit
ment to protect Jerusalem from its enemies (Oswalt 1986:201) . If Jerusalem
is impregnable, then Syria and Israel pose no real threat to Judah (Wilson
1980:272-73) . Another important component of Isaiah's argument is the
tradition which considers Judah to have only one covenant, its covenant
with Yahweh . This covenant with Yahweh recognizes Yahweh alone as
monarch of Judah. And as monarch , it is Yahweh's responsibility, not the
responsibility of Ahaz, to provide for and to protect the nation (Lust 1971:
464-70) . A decision to put Judah's military on alert and endorse its military
alliance with Assyria, on the one hand, or a decision for Judah to j oin the
revolt of Syria and Israel, on the other, would both be votes of no-confidence
in Yahweh's ability to protect the state. Finally, Isaiah announces the
verdict of the divine assembly against Israel and Syria in an effort to
convince Ahaz to remain non-aligned. The divine assembly indicts Syria
and Israel for attempting to liberate themselves. Yahweh alone is the libera
tor of the oppressed. Only Yahweh sets slaves free . Assyria is a great state,
but certainly no greater than the Egypt from which Yahweh delivered Israel.
Isaiah endorses the words of his proposal with two pantomimes . In one
Isaiah is the actor, and in the other he is a docent. Both pantomimes in
volve children. One focuses on parenting , the other on pregnancy. The
non-violent character of these pantomimes contrasts sharply with the sabre
rattling response of Judah's establishment to the threat of invasion (Oswalt
1986: 195 ) . These pantomimes also highlight the short-term consequences
of the decision which Ahaz is about to make.
As an actor, Isaiah performs a single dramatic gesture by bringing Shear
j ashub along on Ahaz' inspection tour of Jerusalem's water system. Isaiah
wants Ahaz to be the leader of the "surviving remnant" (::rntfi·i�rd. se 'ar-
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yasu"/2) . The pantomime is intentionally ambivalent. The good news is that
Judah will survive; the bad news is that the damage will be extensive. Judah
will survive this crisis but the state will pay a terrible price (Lindblom
1973:424-25; Kaiser 1972:91; Blank 1948:211-15; Hasel 1971:36) .

Annals of Ahaz
(2 Kgs 16: 1 ..o.4)

In the seventee� th year .. .()f Pekah . son of �e,m.a.li'l�' King �h.az
.
son of.Jotham .ofJudah began, to re.ign� Ah":z w"�. twen�y year�
ol� . V(hen he be�an . to reign; he reigned si�tee"1 rearsJn ·J �r,u��
. was . right}n the. ight of t� �� r,d. h.i
foT . He did not do w�at
�
�,
�
.
.
God, as his .ancestor David had done, b,t1t .. he.wa lke.d Jn t�e \Vay
o! th� kings of I srael.He even made his �o.n· � ass t� rC) ugh 9:[e,
according . to · the • a b ? minabl e practices of t�e nations who T ··. the
•
.
. of l srael. ·� e .sacr,ifi�ed and
Lord · drove' out before
the . people
m a de offerin gs on the high places� on. the . hills,. and und.er every.
green tt'ee.
Isaiah's first pantomime is ironic because at the beginning of the crisis
Ahaz sacrificed his own son as a gesture of piety to indicate that his fate
and the fate of Judah is totally in Yahweh's hands (2 Kgs 16:1-4) . Even
though the Bible forbids human sacrifice, it admits that it is practiced (Gen
22:1-12; Exod 22:29-30; 34:20; Deut 18:10; Judg 11:30-31, 39; 1 Kgs 16:34;
2 Kgs 16:3; 21:6; Gottwald 1958:36-47) . The father of a household who
sacrifices his heir forfeits the protection and provision which that child
would provide him in his old age. Since it is the heir' s responsibility to
provide an annuity to the testator, if there is no heir or the heir is irrespon
sible, the testators die of starvation and neglect (Deut 21:18-21) . By sacri
ficing his son, Ahaz shows that he and Judah are completely dependent
upon Yahweh, who alone can deliver them from their enemies .
Child-sacrifice to lift a siege was an orthodox tactic in the world of the
Bible (Clemen 1939; Margalit 1986:62-63) . A Canaanite creation story, de
scribing El as monarch of a city under siege who sacrifices a child, canonizes
the procedure. By 1200 BCE, U garit has a prayer to accompany the ritual
(Herdner 1978:31-38; Margalit 1981:63-83) . In 850 BCE Mesha of Moab , under
siege by Israel, sacrifices his son (2 Kgs 3:26-27). In 332 BCE, the monarch
of Tyre, under siege by the Macedonians, considers sacrificing a child
(Stager and Wolff 1984:30-51) . Likewise, in 50 BCE two hundred citizens of
Carthage, under siege by Agathocles, sacrifice their children. Leading citi
zens often j oin their monarchs in sacrificing their children during a crisis
(Spalinger 1978:47-60) .
The war memorials o f several pharaohs, like the Beit el-Wali relief of
Ramses II, portray the citizens of cities under siege sacrificing children. Each
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relief stages the sacrifice at the peak of an assault (Hoffmeir 1987:60-61) .
Victims appear in three different postures. Adults dangle a still-living child
over the city wall, cut its throat, and then drop its body to the ground. The
reliefs clearly demonstrate that child sacrifice symbolizes the complete de
pendence of the besieged upon their divine patron, not their complete
helplessness before their enemy. For example, the Beit el-Wali relief portrays
the besieged looking upward toward their divine patron, not down toward
their enemy, and includes a prayer addressed to Ba' al, not a plea for mercy
addressed to Ramses.
Before his second pantomime Isaiah renews his motion to remain non
aligned, but this time asks Ahaz to choose an appropriate pantomime with
which to endorse the proposal. There is a cosmic quality to the sign which
Isaiah invites Ahaz to request. Flood rains from above or earthquakes from
below are not simply meteorological or seismic confirmation of the Creator' s
presence i n Judah (Kaiser 1972:98). These signs initiate the end-time process
by which the existing cosmos is destroyed to prepare for the creation of a
new one. The earthquakes and volcanic activity which destroy the world of
Lot are "a sign . . . deep as Sheol" ; the flood which destroys the world of
Noah is "a sign . . . high as heaven" (Job 11:8) . Isaiah challenges Ahaz to
face the end-time with the confidence of Noah and Lot. Even if war comes,
Yahweh will use it to purge the cosmos in preparation for a new creation.
Isaiah invites Ahaz to remain calm and exhibit the faith of Noah and Lot,
who survive the cataclysm and enter the new world which Yahweh is
creating (Ward 1976:329-32) .
Requesting a sign can be either an act of piety as it is for Gideon, or an
act of presumption as it is fo r Moses (Exod 17:4; Judg 6:17) . Ahaz, however,
is neither pious nor hypocritical in refusing to tempt Yahweh. "Tempt" here
is a technical term meaning to give a covenant partner legal cause to invoke
its sanctions or curses. Yahweh is one of the witnesses to the military
alliance between Judah and Assyria. For Judah to violate her covenant with
Assyria is to invite or tempt Yahweh to impose the sanctions for violating
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her covenant with Assyria. But just as Ahaz considers non-alignment pre
sumptuous because it makes Yahweh completely responsible for Judah's
defense, Isaiah considers the monarch's decision to fight Israel and Syria
presumptuous because it makes the monarch completely responsible for
Judah' s defense. The majority of Ahaz' advisors want Judah to fulfill its legal
obligations to Assyria (Kaiser 1972:97) . And eventually, Ahaz will comply
with their advice and not the advice of Isaiah (2 Kgs 16:1-20) .
Because o f his decision t o send t o Assyria, rather than t o Yahweh, for
help in repelling the invasion, the divine assembly sentences Ahaz to death.
Assyria will invade Judah with plagues of soldiers who are as vicious as
killer bees (Deut 1:44) . Yahweh will whistle like a beekeeper and they will
swarm into the one small hive of Judah, reducing it to the condition of
primeval chaos at the dawn of creation (Isa 5:26) . Judah' s refugees, like the
people primeval, will survive on cottage cheese and honey (Isa 7:15, 22) .
The food o f paradise and the food o f the poor are identical (Ridderbos
1985:86; Benjamin 1983:39-90, 290-92) . But the divine assembly postpones
Ahaz' execution until his son is grown. Isaiah marks a woman in the royal
family (i1�'n.1, 'almah; Greek: napef:v oc;) as a living calendar to count off the
days remaining until his execution.
In this second pantomime, Isaiah identifies the silent action of another by
drawing attention to the pregnancy of Immanuel's mother and the silent
growth of her child as a calendar counting down the time until Ahaz'
execution. The actor in the pantomime is not Isaiah but a young woman,
who silently goes about her pregnancy (Kaiser 1972:102-3; H. Wolff 1972:
449-56) . The pantomime identifies the child and not the manner of the
child's birth as significant (Ridderbos 1985:86 ) .
I n Christian theology today, the term "virgin birth" refers t o the concep
tion of the child Jesus by Mary without sexual intercourse. In comparative
religion, the term refers to a child whose mother is human but whose fa ther
is divine. In this sense the child is conceived without human sexual inter
course. In the trial of Ahaz, however, the significance of Isaiah's choice of
the young woman is not that her child is conceived without sexual inter
course or by intercourse with Yahweh (Willis 1978:1-18). The virgin is a
young woman whose marriage ratifies a significant covenant for Judah
(Benjamin 1983:300) .
What makes this woman significant is that she is close to Ahaz. He will
see her every day of her pregnancy and while she is rearing her child. Isaiah
converts her pregnancy and delivery from a birthday party to a wake. The
book of Hosea uses the same technique when Hosea remembers the birth of
his three children, not as days of hope, but as moments of despair (Hos
1:1-3:5) . Every time Ahaz looks at this young woman or her son he will
see, not the blessing of land and children, but his death sentence. The
announcement that this "woman of Judah" is expecting a baby at the same
time that the "land of Judah" is expecting an invasion contrasts the pro
phetic confidence in Yahweh' s ability to deliver Judah, infants and all, from
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Ah�i sent � ssen �r� to Kin (Tiglath•Pil�ser �f A�syria, saying,
" I am . your ��rv'lllt C\ rd �our �o � . Co,me up, a.nd .res.c ue me .. from
the. . band C)ft �e. Jd.1,1g· e>f Ar� 111 and fr,o � . the hand of the king of
l sr;ael, \\(ho �r� att�fking mel'i Ahaz al ��took the . sil ver a nd
gold fpund i m � he h�use of th� . lord a?d in the treasures of the
. king
�i11g's house.; a�d se11� a. present to the) ki �g of Assyria. The·
of Assyrialistened to, hitn; t�e king of Assyri a marched up
against Da111 a s.c us,:an� t�ok it, carry.i 11g its people captive to
Kir; then he· l<i lled .Rezi11•
destruction with Ahaz' s confidence only in Judah' s own diplomacy and
military preparedness (Isa 7:6, 14) .
Isaiah announces the verdict of the divine assembly against Pekah and
his covenant partners as an attempt to balance the power which Ahaz
exercises in Judah. As far as Ahaz and his advisors are concerned, the weak,
like the widow, the orphan, and the alien, are the first to suffer and to die
during war. Only the strong survive. Consequently, Ahaz decides that not
even the strong of Judah will survive an invasion by Israel and Syria
without the assistance of Assyria. Isaiah, on the other hand, counters that
the invasion and the economic collapse following the war cannot hurt even
a child. Yahweh can deliver even a child from the devastating power of
monarchs. The war destroys nothing but the armies and supplies which
Judah has stockpiled in an effort to protect and feed itself. The child survives
because it completely depends upon Yahweh for food and protection; Judah
collapses because it does not.

17
The Lawgiver

L

awgivers in western cultures like Greece and
Rome began their work by identifying legal principles which people took for
granted (Gluckman 1967:354; Llewellyn and Hoebel 1941:29 ) . Then they
drafted specific laws to apply these principles to real-life situations (Gluck
man 1967:227) . But there is still little evidence that the lawgivers in eastern
cultures like ancient Israel used a system of general legal principles which
they consistently applied to specific situations in the great codes from
Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. Laws in the world of the
Bible seldom described typical or average or even ideal behavior in Israel.
In fact, average behavior may often have been at variance with these codes
(Pospisil 1974:30 ) .

Law and Crisis
In the world of the Bible, the basis of law was not philosophy, but crisis .
Lawgivers developed specific laws t o deal with households which weakened
or threatened the well-being of the state. And households weakened or
threatened the well-being of the state when they failed to work their own
land, feed their own children, and contribute to the cooperative efforts of
the state to collect taxes and raise an army. When Sheba and Jeroboam in
Samuel-Kings declare: " We have no portion in David, no share in the son
of Jessel Everyone to your tents, 0 Israel! " they weaken and threaten the
well-being of the state by refusing to pay their taxes (2 Sam 20: 1 ; 1 Kgs
12: 16, 32) . They forbid the representatives of their households to go up to
Jerusalem where the priests determined what portion of the produce from
their farms and herds must be turned over to the state for redistribution,
and how many members of the household must serve in the army or work
on state building projects.
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Proto coifor• lawgivers
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Lawgivers in the Bible do not teach as much about how Israel thought as
they do about how Israel as a state worked . For example, laws in the Bible
show how Israel reacted to a particular situation or crisis. They also reveal
Israel's basic assumptions about human nature, how Israel went about
collecting evidence and using it to make legal decisions. And finally, laws
outline how Israel as a state distributed power (Rosen 1989:xiv) .

Police Power
The anthropology of law in the state differed from the anthropology of
law in the villages , even though both functioned alongside one another.
The administration of law in the village was decentralized. In villages, the
fathers of the households served as its elders or lawgivers (t::P J p�, zeqenim;
Ruth 4:2; Prov 31:23; Reviv 1989:11) . They derived their authority from their
own households, and served as an assembly to safeguard the rights of
villagers to food and protection (Seeden and Kaddour 1984:502) . Assemblies
enfo rced their verdicts through consensus or collective agreement. Cooper
ation between the households in a village did not result from fear of retri
bution, but from a shared understanding of what each household needed
to do in order for the entire village to survive (pace Malinowski 1959:58-59).
A binding cm;isensus was possible only when every household in the village
understood who initiated the complaint, what the specific indictment in
volved, and how the defendant responded (Nader and Metzger 1963: 584-92) .
Consequently, elders talked with plaintiffs and defendants until they all
reached an agreement on how the matter should be resolved.
In the state, the administration of law was centralized. The monarch was
the lawgiver who appointed judges to hear cases throughout the state. The
focus of village law was on the responsibility of the households to feed their
members, whereas state law dealt primarily with its responsibility to protect
the people. Laws dealing with incest, regulating marriage, and controlling
inheritance, for example, developed in villages. Laws dealing with taxes and
military or public service, on the other hand, developed in the state (Pospisil
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1974 :xi) . In the beginning, state courts only heard complaints from house
holds regarding their assessments, and their obligation to conscript soldiers
for the army (2 Kgs 15:2-4) . Gradually, however, they heard cases involving
all areas of public life, including the Gibeonites' call for justice in 2 Sam
21:2-9 and the case of the two prostitutes in 1 Kgs 3 :16-28.
State courts used police power, rather than consensus, to guarantee
cooperation. A lawgiver heard the plaintiffs, and then rendered a decision
on the case. Since the decision was based on the judgment of a single
lawgiver there was a greater degree of judicial discretion which was not
necessarily attuned to a broad consensus of opinion within the state as a
whole (Rosen 1989:1-2 ) . While the decision might be based on precedent,
the latitude of interpretation of the precedent was more open to variation.
The centerpiece in the anthropology of state law was its characterization
of the monarch as a lawgiver. Artifacts portraying monarchs as lawgivers
promulgating a code of law during their coronations have been recovered
by archaeologists for more than one ancient Near Eastern culture. Some of
the most exquisite characterizations of both Lipit-Ishtar of Isin and Ham
murabi of Babylon, for example, portray them as lawgivers.
Although certainly each new monarch made some changes in state laws,
few monarchs authorized a major restructuring of standing codes of law
(Lemche 1975 : 138) . Monarchs promulgated codes of law to ratify their au
thority, rather than to inaugurate sweeping judicial reforms. To some
extent the actions of the divine assembly and monarchs during their coro
nation ceremonies mirrored the actions of the divine assembly and Marduk
in the Enuma Elish story (Matthews and Benj amin 199la: l61) . Just as the
divine assembly confirms Marduk as the God Most Honored by announcing
in the story that his word was law and that his command would be obeyed,
the divine assembly confirmed monarchs as lawgivers during their corona
tion (Enuma iv: l-31) . To ratify their appointment as lawgivers, monarchs
then promulgated the code of law by which they promised to maintain order
in the state in order to protect the interests of all the people (Wegner
1992: 160) .
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Monarchs not only promulgated a code of law during their coronations,
but also renewed the covenant to which it belonged at least once a year
thereafter. In fact, monarchs who did not promulgate a law code at least
once a year were subject to rebellion from within or invasion from outside.
Without the law the state became lawless. Thus, on the cylinder celebrating
his wars in Mesopotamia, Cyrus of Persia claims that his victory over
Nabonidus of Babylon was based on Nabonidus' refusal to participate in the
annual festival during which the state renewed its loyalty to the divine
assembly by once again promulgating its covenant and reaffirming the laws
by which the state was to be governed.

The Lawgiver: the Trial of ]ehoiakim
aer 7:1-15)
In Jeremiah (Jer 7 : 1-15; 26: 1-19), lawgivers play significant roles in
both the trial of J ehoiakim the monarch and the trial of Jeremiah the
prophet. Jeremiah indicts Jehoiakim and his officials for their failure as
lawgivers , who then in turn exercise their authority as lawgivers and
indict Jeremiah for lawlessness. Both trials revolve around the question
of who is the lawgiver in Judah, and raise questions about jurisdiction,
procedure , and sentencing (Pospisil 1974 : 1) . Both trials take place in the
Temple of Jerusalem, which is not only the site where the divine assembly
convenes but also where the state of Judah tries households charged with
treason.
The Bible today recounts only the verdict in the trial of Jehoiakim. The
trial itself, which takes place before Yahweh and the divine assembly in the
Temple, is assumed but not described. Traditionally, Yahweh and the divine
assembly try monarchs who do not fulfill their role as lawgivers by up
holding the laws and statutes which made up its covenant with the state.
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�ylinder ofCyrus
(�e1tthews & Benjamin. 1 99 1 b:l48)
M(J..-d��, .tbC!·Ki?g of the Gods in Babylon �·searched through
aUt�e ��untrie�Jor a righteous ruler willing to lead him in the
41�nual proce�sion� He spoke .the name of Cyrus, King . of Anshan,
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• .

The requirements of these rituals were carefully followed at Jehoiakim' s
coronation. S o , like other monarchs, Jehoiakim would have confirmed his
appointment as a lawgiver in Judah by promulgating the covenant to the
people. This would create the impression that he owed his allegiance to
Yahweh and the divine assembly and to no one else. Practically, however,
Jehoiakim owed his allegiance not to Yahweh but to Pharaoh Necho II
(610-595 BCE ) .
Necho became pharaoh just as the state of Assyria was being destroyed.
Nabopolassar and the Babylonian army overran Assyria and destroyed
Nineveh in 612 BCE. Before the city fell, Assuruballit and the Assyrian army
moved west to Haran in Syria. Nabopolassar followed. Necho decided to
support Assuruballit in order to create an Assyrian buffer state between
Egypt and Babylon. En route to Haran, Necho marched his soldiers through
Judah along the Coastal Highway and onto the plains of Megiddo where he
was confronted by Josiah and the army of Judah (2 Kgs 23:28-33) . Josiah
was not simply defending the territorial integrity of Judah against Egypt but
declaring the state a covenant partner of Babylon. Josiah' s decision cost
him his life and Judah its independence. Judah honored Josiah as a hero for
his death on the plains of Megiddo and crowned his heir Jehoahaz as

;
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monarch of Judah. The reign of Jehoahaz was brief. Necho returned from
Syria, deposed Jehoahaz, and appointed Jehoiakim to govern Judah for
Egypt (2 Kgs 24:31-35) .

The Lawgiver in the Trial of ]ehoiakim
aer 7:1-15)
For some in Judah the appointment of Jehoiakim was an expedient com
promise , for others it violated Judah' s sovereignty. Jehoiakim had no right
to function as lawgiver in Judah. He was not a monarch legitimately
delegated by the divine assembly but a governor illegitimately appointed by
Egypt. Consequently, he was impeached for lawlessness and treason. As an
appointee of the pharaoh, J ehoiakim was committed to turn virtually all of
Judah's gross national product over to Egypt. Judah became nothing more
than a colony whose land and people were exploited by the Egyptians. The
system of redistribution established by Yahweh' s covenant with Judah
became nothing but a device for mining its land and people. Sacrifices
ostensibly tendered at the Temple in Jerusalem for the care of the widow,
the orphan, and the alien were simply swept away to Egypt. Judah's,
households which were ostensibly taxed to protect and provide for the land
and its people, were in fact simply having their land and people confiscated.
Any father of a household who objected or delayed was summarily executed
on some trumped up charge. The members of his household were sold as
slaves, and its land confiscated outright by Jehoiakim's government.
While Necho could set the mechanism in motion by which to take control
of Judah, ultimately the divine assembly would exercise its right to appoint
its own lawgiver, and Yahweh the divine lawgiver would once again be
truly represented by a human lawgiver in Jerusalem. When Jeremiah ap
pears, the divine assembly has convened in the Temple and decided to deal
with the challenge of Necho by deposing Jehoiakim.
The verdict which Jeremiah announces convicts Jehoiakim of violating
the triple mandate: to care for the stranger, the orphan, and the widow; not
to shed innocent blood; and not to go after other gods. The verdict frames
the oath which Jehoiakim swore at his coronation with the words " amend
your ways . . . . then I will dwell with you" (Jer 7:3-7; Ps 72; 132:11-13) .
For Jeremiah, this state does not feed and protect the people o f Yahweh,
but rather teaches them to " steal, murder, commit adultery, swear falsely,
make offerings to Ba'al, and go after other gods " (Jer 7:8; Exod 20:3-17) . The
state is only deluding the people into thinking that it is feeding and protect
ing them. In reality it is exploiting them. The households of Judah may not
see or may not wish to see just how corrupt the state has become, but
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Yahweh does see that it is no longer fulfilling its covenant obligations . "You
may not wish to see what you are really doing, but Yahweh does " (Jer 7 : 11) .
When the trial is over Jeremiah goes to the gate of the Temple to an
nounce the verdict. The site is both strategic and symbolic . He physically
stands in the way of those who wish to enter the Temple, creating an
obstacle to the fulfillment of their legal obligations to the state. But the gate
is also a courthouse where legal proceedings take place. Each connotation
weights the verdict which Jeremiah announces with significant implications
and evokes a reaction from his audience (Carroll 1986:516 ) .
A s the representatives approach the Temple they confess their faith in
Yahweh's presence by singing: "This is the Temple of the Lord, the Temple
of the Lord, the Temple of the Lord" (Jer 7:4; Ps 122 ) . Jeremiah turns their
song of ascent into a taunt by announcing the verdict: "This is . . . a den
of thieves " (Jer 7:11) . Jeremiah's taunt is brimming with double entendre.
On the surface the language of his taunt simply echoes the liturgical
language of a psalm being chanted by the representatives of Judah's house
holds coming to the Temple. However, with only subtle changes in spelling,
accent, or meaning, Jeremiah's taunt converts a liturgical expression to a
vulgar parody.
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Taunts are sharply fo cused insults. In the standard taunt, "who" (,�, mi)
introduces the first line and " that" (i:;,, ki) introduces the second. For
example, "Who is David the son of Jesse, that I should feed his renegades
with my wine, my bread, my meat" (1 Sam 25: 10) catches the sense, if not
the precise grammar, of the genre (Coats 1970: 14-26) . Taunts are notori
ously difficult to translate because of their subtlety. They were a common
military strategy in the ancient Near East and ancient Israel. Verbal combat
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always preceded physical c ombat. In the Enuma Blish story from Mesopo
tamia, Tiamat taunts Marduk as he approaches (Enuma 4 :63-74) . In the
story of Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh taunts Ishtar (Gilg 6:31-78) . In the story of
Aqhat from Ugarit and the story of Ba'al, Aqhat and Anat taunt each other,
and Yam or Anat taunt Ba'al repeatedly (AQHT A 6 :35-49; Ba'al III.i:20-40) .
Although the word "taunt" (i1:JiJrtf, se nfnah) appears only four times, taunt
ing is widely practiced in the Bible (Deut 28:37; 1 Kgs 9 :7; 2 Chron 7:20; Jer
24:9). In Genesis, Jacob taunts Laban for falsely accusing him (Gen 31:3644) . In Judges, Gaal taunts Abimelech, his political rival (Judg 9:28-29) . And
in Samuel-Kings, the Jebusites taunt David and his army at Jerusalem,
Ahab taunts the Syrian king Ben-hadad, Jezebel taunts Jehu, and the Rab
shakeh taunts Hezekiah (2 Sam 5 : 6 ; 1 Kgs 20:11; 2 Kgs 9 :31-32; 18:19-37) .
Elij ah is a master of the art. In the trial of Ahab and Jezebel, he taunts Ahab
when they first meet, and then Jezebel' s prophets of Ba'al (1 Kgs 18:17-18, 27).

The verdict which Jeremiah announces not only questions the religious
piety of the state, but the political legitimacy of Jehoiakim to be its monarch.
It is not simply a call for religious conversion, but political revolution.
Jeremiah indicts J ehoiakim, the king of Judah, for breaching his promise to
uphold Judah' s covenant with Yahweh (Wegner 1992 : 176) .
Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers specify a wide range o f statutes and
ordinances which made up the covenant. Nonetheless , all of these laws
could be summarized in the stipulations which Jeremiah cites: " act justly
one with another, . . . do not oppress the alien, the orphan, and the widow,
. . . [do not] shed innocent blood, . . . do not go after other gods . . . " (Jer
7:5-7) . What Jeremiah wants the procession of households entering the
sanctuary to do is launch a taxpayers' revolt. Jehoiakim does not deserve
the support of the people (Wilcoxen 1977 : 151) .
Jeremiah is not simply an outraged taxpayer, he is an official of the divine
assembly. And at the gate, he formally declares the government of Judah
illegal, and therefore ineligible for public support. The style in which Jere
miah delivers the verdict is both humorous and shocking. His audience is
made up of representatives from the households who have come to pay
taxes, priests who are collecting those taxes, and prophets who muster
soldiers for the army of Judah. Each group has a vested interest in the state
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which the Temple represents. Jeremiah does not want the taxpayers to
submit the produce of their farms and herds to the priests for assessment,
nor to dispatch the men and women of their households to serve in the army
or to work on state projects. And he does not want the priests to continue
to collect taxes to support the state. To pay and render service to this state,
and to work for this state violates every stipulation in the Decalogue.
Jehoiakim goes after other gods by serving the divine Necho, who installed
him as king of Judah (Wilcoxen 1977 : 151). Jehoiakim and his priests unjustly
collect taxes from the people of Judah and shed innocent blood to confiscate
its land. They do not use the taxes they collect to care for the stranger, the
orphan, and the widow, but to send to Egypt as tribute. Yahweh led the
Hebrews from slavery in Egypt into freedom in the promised land. Jehoiakim
is taxing the Hebrews out of their land back into slavery to Egypt. Jehoiakim
does not represent Yahweh, and thus does not deserve the support of the
people (Jer 26:1). Consequently, Jeremiah stands at the gate to the Temple
and announces: "This is not the house of Yahweh, but the treasury of
Pharaoh. "
Yahweh and the divine assembly are the first to withdraw their support
from Judah and the Temple. They leave the Temple of Jerusalem, as Jere
miah encourages the pilgrims to do. If Yahweh no longer dwells in the
Temple then the state is no longer authorized to collect taxes and draft
soldiers to feed and protect the people. The legal consequences of the verdict
can be clearly seen in his call for the soldiers of Judah to surrender and the
people of Jerusalem to evacuate the city. Like Shiloh, Jerusalem will be
destroyed and the site abandoned, not because its population is weak or its
soldiers are cowards, but because Yahweh withdraws his endorsement of
Shiloh and Jerusalem (Jer 26:8-9; Ps 78: 60) . Understandably Jehoiakim and
his officials consider the verdict to be treason.

The Lawgiver in the Trial of Jeremiah
(/er 26:1-19)
The trial of Jeremiah takes place in the Temple, where the priests and
prophets of the state are the plaintiffs. Priests serve the state by assessing
and collecting taxes on the farms and herds of Judah' s households. The
prophets serve the state by mustering soldiers to fulfill its covenants (John
son 1962: 60-61; Holladay 1989: 105) . They are paired elsewhere in Jeremiah
as his antagonists (Jer 4:9; 5 :31; 6 :13; 14:18). The princes of Judah in the
state court represent Jehoiakim as the lawgiver. They hear the case in the
New Gate of the Temple on the charge that Jeremiah has prophesied against
the city.
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The official and legal character of the trial of Jeremiah is indicated by the
use of the phrase " all the people , " which does not mean that every last
household in the state is present. "All the people" is a technical legal term
for a quorum, which means that enough people are present for the trial to
be official. Whenever the Bible notes that all the people are present, an
action is official, legal, and binding (Gen 19:4) . Any other assembly is illegal.
Throughout the trial of Jeremiah, it is better to read "all the people" as
" officially, " rather than as a reference to a group of jurors or spectators
(Holladay 1989 : 105; Thompson 1980:525) . Therefore, when "the priests and
the prophets and all the people heard Jeremiah speaking these words in the
house of the Lord , " the priests and the prophets were officially being served
with the charges Jeremiah is bringing against them (Jer 26:7). "When
Jeremiah had finished speaking all that the Lord had commanded him to
speak to all the people, " he had officially announced the verdict against the
prophets who mustered soldiers and the priests who collected taxes (Jer
26:8). When " all the people gathered around Jeremiah in the house of the
Lord, " the state court was officially called into session (Jer 26:9).
The priests and prophets ask the state court to label Jeremiah a false
prophet, one who does not speak for Yahweh (Holladay 1989: 106-7) . They
charge him with denying the tradition that Jerusalem is to be the sanctuary
of Yahweh fo rever (Ps 132 : 14 ) . He is therefore subject to a death sentence
for speaking against the state and its Temple (Exod 22:27 MT [ET v. 28] ; Lev
24:10-16; Deut 18:20). If Yahweh leaves Jerusalem, the state loses the right
to collect taxes and to raise an army. The priests and prophets view Jere
miah as a danger to the existence of the state, a man who should be
executed for treason.
Jeremiah responds to his indictment by restating "It is the Lord who sent
me to prophesy against you" (Jer 26:12). The prophet announces the verdict
of the divine assembly. The elders in the trial of Jeremiah not only cite
precedents from the trial of Micah of Moresheth, but offer an interpretation
of the verdict to assist in the trial of Jeremiah (Mays 1976: 37; Holladay
1989: 108; Wolff 1981:79-80) . Although from a sociological point of view
these elders from a village assembly are out of place in a state court, from
a literary point of view the book of Jeremiah includes them to emphasize
the thoroughness of the trial of Jeremiah. The elders cite the precedent of
Micah to remind the court of the harm that will come to the state if innocent
blood is shed and a verdict of the divine assembly is ignored (Carroll
1986: 518). Consequently, the state court accepts Jeremiah' s testimony that
he speaks for Yahweh and the divine assembly, and sets aside his death
sentence. The lawgivers do not want to shed innocent blood and make the
state guilty of murder; thus they unwittingly justify by their own actions
the very revolution for which Jeremiah is on trial (Jer 7:9, 24, 28, 30-34) .

18
The Storyteller

I

n the world of the Bible, states used an elaborate
system of writing and storytelling to preserve and hand on their traditions.
The storyteller, the scribe (1!10, soper) , and the sage (c:Jn, Mkii.m) performed
stories which served two important functions. Storytellers celebrated their
monarchs as stewards of the divine assembly, authorized to feed and
protect the land and people of the state (Whitelam 1986:166-73; van Leeu
wen 1990:297, 301 ) . And storytellers helped monarchs resolve crises which
threatened the land and people.

Creation Stories
At coronations and their anniversaries, storytellers perfo rmed creation
stories describing the birth of the state and the election of its monarch. The
Bible does not describe Israel' s coronation or covenant renewal ceremony
in detail, but it probably contained some of the components found in the
inauguration of Moses in Exodus (Exod 19:1-24:18), the covenant between
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Yahweh and Israel in Joshua (Josh 24:1-28), the covenant renewal of Josiah
in Samuel-Kings (2 Kgs 23:1-3, 21-23) , and the installation of Ezra in
Ezra-Nehemiah (Neh 8). On coronation day in Israel the monarch and the
people in Jerusalem would have listened to the stories of the deliverance of
the Hebrews from slavery like those found today in Exodus. And they would
have listened to stories of the settlement of the Hebrew villages in the hills
like those found in Joshua and Judges. Storytellers did not simply improvise
stories from their own imagination. Every culture in the ancient world
shared in a common stock of stories from which they drew and to which
they contributed. Ancient Israel was no different. For example, Israel told
creation stories like those in Genesis and common to the people of Egypt
and Mesopotamia (Gen 1-11). And Israel told its own unique stories of
creation like those in Exodus (Exod 5-15) . Storytellers in Israel would have
performed these stories, just as storytellers in Babylon performed the Enuma
Blish story during the Akitu festival.
More than one Mesopotamian text refers to the Akitu festival, which was
celebrated at different times and with variations by different cultures. The
festival marked the end of the old year and the beginning of a new year
(Roaf 1990:201-2; Saggs 1962:365-69; Klein 1992:138-40) . In some cultures,
the year began when the first crops were sown, in others when the last
harvest was collected. S ome celebrations lasted for eleven days. Each day
was celebrated with rituals which evaluated the performance of monarchs
during the year which was ending, befo re authorizing them to continue to
rule for the year which was beginning .
Some three days were dedicated t o preparations, prayers, singing, and
sacrifices . Special attention was given to the carving of two small wooden
statues inlaid with gold and gems, which were used in the dramatization of
the Enuma Blish story. One may have represented Tiamat, the antagonist
in the story, the other Kingu, Tiamat' s helper.
On the fourth day of the festival in Babylon, storytellers began the proc
lamation of the Enuma Blish story before the statue of Marduk. With the
episodes describing the divine assembly recognizing Marduk as the divine
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lawgiver in return for putting down the revolt of Tiamat, storytellers laid
down the qualifications for a monarch in the state.
The temple Esagila in the Enuma Elish story is both the center and the
model for the new world which Marduk creates , and is the blueprint for
state temples throughout Mesopotamia. The condition of the temple at the
beginning of each year was a measure of the condition of the state under
its monarch. Consequently, on the fifth day of the akitu festival, the temple
was thoroughly cleaned . When the statue of N abu, who ruled the divine
assembly in Babylon, arrived from the city of Borsippa, monarchs went into
the temple. Then the priests (Akkadian: urigallu) stripped them of their royal
insignia and tortured them like prisoners of war.
When the priests were satisfied that the monarchs had not betrayed their
commission to rule j ustly, they confirmed the monarch' s coronation for
another year. On the sixth day of the festival, storytellers carried out the
confirmation by telling the conclusion of the Enuma Elish story. Their words
were pantomimed by dancers who acted out Marduk' s victory over Tiamat
and Kingu (Lambert 1968:104-12). Tiamat, who leads the revolt against the
divine assembly in the story, is slain by Marduk in combat. Kingu com
mands the warriors of Tiamat during her revolt. He is executed by Marduk,
who uses his blood to thin the clay from which the people primeval are
fo rmed. The two small statues prepared during the opening days of the
fe stival were beheaded and burned before a statue of N abu.
On days seven and eight, representatives from every city in the state
arrived with the statues of their divine patrons. Both the human repre
sentatives and the statues of the divine patrons which they escorted came
to pay their respects to their monarch and to pledge their allegiance for the
coming year. Priests audited the records of each delegation' s obligations to
the state, just as they had audited the record of its monarch. Only delega
·
tions in good standing were allowed to renew their membership in the state.
On the ninth day, the monarch engaged in ritual intercourse (Greek: iEp6<;
yaµo<;) to celebrate the covenant between the state and its divine patron
(Jacobsen 1975:65-77) . This sacred marriage between a priest who repre
sented the state and the monarch who represented its divine patron sym
bolized both the intimacy of the covenant which united the state and its
patron and the fertility which resulted from their relationship.
Then on the tenth day, the monarch and the statue of Marduk led the
delegations in procession along a sacred highway leading to the Akitu
temple on a canal outside of the capital city. Here the first crops would be
planted. The participants transported their statues through the fields in
wagons and across canals and rivers on barges. It was the climax of the
festival. When the entourage arrived at the temple, the monarch showered
every city in the state with gifts of gold and silver.
On the eleventh day, the monarch threw a banquet for the representatives
from all the cities in the state and their statues . The monarch promulgated
the list of officials which would serve the state during the upcoming year.
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Every state official was either reappointed or replaced. When the banquet
was completed the delegations returned to their own cities. The story of the
state had been retold and the new year had begun.
Storytellers, however, were not simply public relations officials for the
monarch, trying to give royal decisions their best possible public image.
They were responsible for the education or wisdom of the monarch in the
ancient Near Eastern skills of government (Gammie and Perdue 1990:x-xi) .
The book of Proverbs from Israel and the Teachings of Ptah-Hotep from
Egypt reflect one kind of syllabus which sages followed with their proteges.
Storytellers were also responsible for educating the people in their respon
sibilities to the monarch (1 Sam 12) . All institutions in the ancient world
combined storytelling and ritual. Thus, when the monarch collected taxes,
the storytellers explained why the monarch was empowered to collect taxes.

Ancestor Stories
Storytellers in the world of the Bible not only authorized the installation
of monarchs at their coronation, they also helped those same monarchs
solve problems during the course of their reigns. People in modern western
industrial cultures expect future research and future discoveries to solve
present problems. People in the world of the Bible looked for solutions to
their problems in past experience . Today, a crisis sets research in motion.
In the world of the Bible, a crisis set storytelling in motion (Crenshaw
1985: 601-15) . People today think they live in a world without limits. There
are always new worlds and new resources to be discovered. People in the
world of the Bible, however, thought they lived in a world of limited goods.
Everything had already been discovered. There was nothing left to be
explored or uncovered. There was only a forgotten past to be remembered.
To prevent a crisis from destroying the state, storytellers searched past
traditions for wisdom which had been forgotten or ignored, and retold the
stories of the people looking for new directions in past experiences (McCar-
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ter 1990:291 ) . No story was repeated word for word. Storytellers always
adapted them to the demands of their own day. Storytellers brought insight
to a community at an impasse. Their stories showed monarchs a way out.
In a seemingly impossible situation, storytellers offered the state words to
live by.
In the world of the Bible, death was a time for storytelling. When the
Philistines killed Saul and his sons at the battle on Mount Gilboa, the
Hebrews were distraught, terrified, uncertain of what was going to happen
to them. The death of Saul became the analogy for the death of a much
loved monarch in Israel. Whenever a good monarch died, storytellers sang
David' s eulogy for Saul in Samuel-Kings (2 Sam 1 :17-27) . The Song of the
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Bow became the standard text which tellers would use to guide the grief of
the people.
War was also a time for storytelling. For example , when Joab attacks Abel
in Samuel-Kings (2 Sam 20:14-22) a wise woman is able to save her city
by telling him a story (Mccarter 1990: 290 ) . Her story celebrates Abel as a
city where justice is dispensed, not where battles are fought. It offers Joab
the opportunity to suspend his attack and allow the city assembly to try
Sheba for treason. Joab not only enj oys the story, but follows its advice .
Sheba i s punished and war is avoided.
The role of the storytellers presupposed a thorough education. However,
it is not clear that there was at the Israelite court, as in Egypt and Mesopo
tamia, an institution that can be described as a school for storytellers . There
is no direct reference to schools of any kind in the Bible and it may have
been left to households, like the House of Shaphan in Jeremiah (Jer 26:24;
29:3) , to educate and provide the royal court with a continual supply of
storytellers (Whybray 1990 : 139; Crenshaw 1985:270-81) . The annals of both
Josiah (640-609 BCE ) and Jehoiakim (609-597 BCE ) in Samuel-Kings and
Jeremiah preserve some memory of how storytellers functioned in a state.

The Storyteller in the Annals of Josiah
(2 Kgs 22:1-23:30)
At the beginning of Josiah' s reign ( 640-609 BCE ) , Assyria conquered
Syria-Palestine. Judah was first an ally and then a virtual colony of Assyria
(Cogan 1974) . But in 627 BCE, when Ashurbanipal, the emperor of Assyria,
died, civil war broke out as several would-be successors attempted to as
sume power (Miller and Hayes 1986:382) . Judah was at a crossroads . It could
remain loyal to the disintegrating Assyrian government or declare its inde
pendence. The question in the eighteenth year of King Josiah's was: " S hould
Judah be faithful or free? Should it fulfill its covenant obligations to Assyria
or declare its independence from Assyria? " (2 Kgs 22:3). The annals of Josiah
in Samuel-Kings (2 Kgs 22: 1-23: 30) record the first tentative steps which
the monarch takes to test Assyria's actual ability to maintain its control
over Judah. Josiah's mentor is the storyteller Shaphan.
Josiah first orders an audit of the Temple treasury to determine just what
financial resources are available to him (2 Kgs 22:3-4) . Legally, the Temple
treasury belonged to Assyria, not to Judah. By ordering an audit, Josiah
exceeds his authority as a ruler of an Assyrian colony and acts as if he were
the monarch of a free and independent state (Miller and Hayes 1986:397401) . The maneuver is both revolutionary and guarded. If the messengers
of the emperor of Assyria question his actions Josiah can describe them
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simply as those of a good steward who is taking it upon himself to audit his
colony's funds.
In many ancient and modern languages the words " count" (i:JO, sii.per)
and " recount" (i:JO, soper) are closely related. The ability to read and write
allowed storytellers to work both as the monarch's book keepers and book
readers (2 Kgs 22:3-7; 22:8-10) . Storytellers were not only able to count the
money in the treasury, but could also recount the stories of Judah. Like the
other state officials whom many translations describe as "secretaries " or
" scribes, " Shaphan serves Josiah as both a storyteller and an accountant
(2 Sam 8 : 17 ; 20:25; 2 Kgs 12: 11 MT [ET v. 10] ; 18: 18 ; 25:19 ; 2 Chron 26:11;
Jer 36:20-23; 52:25) . Shapan is part of the intellectual community fostered
by the royal court and the Temple officials (Whybray 1990:137) .
Josiah's second order to repair the Temple is more drastic. The design and
decoration of the Temple was a reflection of the policies and covenants of
the state. Consequently, after 850 BCE the Temple in Jerusalem reflected
Judah's status as a colony of Assyria. The changes in the construction and
decoration of the Temple which Josiah orders after 640 BCE are not simply
repairs. They reflect fundamental changes in the status of Judah. When
Josiah sends Shaphan to contract workers, carpenters, builders, and ma
sons, he is abrogating Judah's treaty with Assyria and declaring Judah an
independent state just as Hezekiah had done one hundred years earlier
(2 Kgs 18:3-4) .
Seemingly, Assyria i s unable t o challenge Josiah's work o n the Temple.
Having taken these first steps toward political independence, Josiah renews
Judah's covenant with Yahweh. It is the storyteller, Shaphan, who encour
ages Josiah to take this final step by proclaiming the Torah story given to
him by Hilkiah the High Priest. Josiah's reaction to Shaphan's proclamation
is to tear his clothes. This sign of mourning and shame is Josiah's admission
of guilt for having enslaved Judah to Assyria. Josiah is a monarch who has
been called to justice (Matthews 1988b, 1991) . Once Shaphan's story makes
him aware of his failure to fulfill Judah's commitment to Yahweh, Josiah
repents (2 Kgs 22:11-13; cf. 1 Kgs 21:27-29). By destroying the royal gar
ments which identify him as the ruler of a colony for Assyria he declares
Judah independent.
The prophet Huldah ratifies Judah's declaration of independence and
assures Josiah of success in his attempt to reunite the colonies into which
Assyria divided Israel and Judah (2 Kgs 22:13) . Huldah certifies that Sha
phan's story is authentic, and carries out the role of the prophet who
confirms the election of a chief to deliver the people from slavery (Priest
1980: 367) . Josiah follows this ancient protocol for the selection of a chief to
demonstrate that, unlike Jeroboam and Manasseh, who were lifted up by
the emperors of Assyria to enslave the Hebrews, he is like the chiefs of
Israel's early days who were lifted up by Yahweh to set the people free
(Christensen 1984: 402) .
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The Storyteller in the Annals of
Jehoiakim aer 36:1-32)
International power had been redistributed to new states by the time of
Josiah ' s death in 609 BCE. Assyria was now off the world stage and had
been replaced by Egypt and Babylon. During Jehoiakim' s brief reign
(609-599 BCE ) , Judah was a colony first of Egypt and then of Babylon.
Nonetheless, the question which faced Jehoiakim was the same as the
question which faced Josiah: Should Judah be faithful or free; should Judah
fulfill its covenant obligations to Babylon and Egypt or declare its inde
pendence from both? And the mentor who guides the monarch is the
storyteller Baruch.
In the Bible today, the relationship between Jehoiakim and Baruch is
subordinated to the relationship between Jehoiakim and Jeremiah. The book
of Jeremiah portrays Baruch more as a secretary to Jeremiah than as a
storyteller for Jehoiakim. He records the words of the prophet and officially
promulgates them to Jehoiakim (Jer 36:4-8) . And he executes the title by
which Jeremiah takes over control of the ancestral land of his household
(Jer 32:11-14) . The book of Jeremiah portrays Jehoiakim's decisions to de
clare Judah's independence from Babylon and to take back control of its
own land more as the result of the words and deeds of Jeremiah the prophet
than as the result of the advice of Baruch the storyteller.
Nonetheless , the distinct role of the storyteller is not completely absorbed
by the role of the prophet here. For example, the prophet indicts Jehoiakim
for choosing to be faithful to one foreign monarch after the other, but it is
Baruch the storyteller who , in 605 BCE, actually records the words of the
prophet and promulgates the indictment of Jehoiakim to a crowd at the
Temple on a day of mourning. It would be more consistent with the protocol
for the prophet if Jeremiah himself promulgated his own indictment. And it
would also be more consistent with the protocol for the storyteller if Baruch,
like Shaphan, proclaimed the words of the Torah story instead of the words
of Jeremiah. In order to decide how to respond to Jeremiah's indictment,
Jehoiakim listens to Baruch retell the story of Yahweh's covenant with
Judah. Both events center on the written word of Yahweh and involve
reading from a holy book (Kessler 1969: 381; Isbell 1978).
Micaiah is the first royal official to hear Baruch's performance of Judah's
story in the chamber of Gemariah, a place open only to officials like Baruch
(Jer 36:11; Muilenberg 1970:227-28) . He discusses it with other royal officials
who become alarmed (Jer 36:16). They order Baruch to retell parts of the
story for them before deciding to report all these words to the monarch (J er
36:12-18) . They also quite apprehensively ask him to certify that his story
is authentic (Jer 36:17) . They want to be sure that both the scroll and
Jeremiah the prophet are authentic (Muilenberg 1970: 225; Isbell 1978:34).
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After due deliberation, they report the substance of his story to the monarch
(Jer 36:20). Jehoiakim decides to get a second storyteller, Jehudi, to retell
the story for him (Jer 36:21) .
Publicly, in the presence of the Babylonian messengers , Jehoiakim haugh
tily denies Jeremiah' s indictment. Using a nearby charcoal heater, Jehoi
akim burns the scroll piece by piece as it is read, thereby disputing its
contents as being the word of Yahweh (Jer 36:22-23) . For a monarch of
Judah to burn the words of the prophet does not nearly constitute the
sacrilege it does for him to burn a Torah scroll. Jehoiakim's pantomime is
as convincing to the messengers from Babylon as it is scandalous to the
people of Judah who are loyal to their covenant with Yahweh. He does not
want to provide the Babylonian messengers with any evidence of his dis
loyalty to Nebuchadnezzar.
There is a long-standing tradition in the ancient Near East that emperors
are suspicious of their colonies and that vassal rulers are always protesting
their innocence. The El Amarna Letters, dictated by officials of the pharaohs
Amenophis III and Akhenaten after 1400 BCE, are filled with protests of
innocence as well as hints that the rulers will take advantage of every
perceived weakness in their pharaohs.
No one in the court of Jehoiakim tears off the uniforms which identify
them as officials appointed by Nebuchadnezzar. They are not alarmed, nor
do they tear their garments (Jer 36:24; Carroll 1986:660) . Publicly Judah
remains faithful to its covenant with Nebuchadnezzar and abrogates its
treaty with Yahweh. For his crime, Jeremiah sentences Jehoiakim to a
shameful death (Jer 36:32; Carroll 1986:663).
Privately, however, the political overtures of Egypt, Jeremiah' s in
dictment, and the stories of Baruch and Jehudi move Jehoiakim to declare
Judah' s independence from Babylon (Miller and Hayes 1986 :407-8 ) . By
600 BCE Judah is free . Soon, however, the Babylonians lay siege to
Jerusalem and Jehoiakim dies the monarch of an independent but em
battled state.
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The Storyteller in the Bible Today
Although monarchs virtually disappeared from Israel and Judah after the
Babylonians destroyed Jerusalem in 587 BCE, storytellers survived . The mon
archs to whom they had spoken in the past were gone but the people
themselves remained. The Bible today is basically the work of storytellers
whose patient performance of their task has served generation after genera
tion in their struggle to understand what to believe and how to live.
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam today all preserve different performances
which storytellers from the world of the Bible developed. Some of these
stories were first told as long ago as the Bronze Age (3000-1250 BCE ) . During
the formative periods of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, certain stories
became normative for expressing the beliefs of each religious movement and
evaluating the behavior of their believers. Today these religions preserve
their normative stories in writing and identify them as the word of God, the
Bible, or Scripture.
The "Tanak , " as Jews today often refer to the Bible, or "Old Testament, "
a s Christians prefer t o call it, was already taking shape between 700 and
600 BCE when Josiah listened to the scroll proclaimed for him by Shaphan.
By 100 CE, when their positions during the war between Judah and Rome
had alienated Jews from Christians, the Bible was in virtually the same form
in which it is proclaimed and preached in temples and churches today. Jews
generally refer to the sections of the Bible as " scrolls. " Christians refer to
them as books. Neither the word " scroll" nor the word "book" (Latin: codex)
identifies a literary genre, but rather the most familiar physical format in
which particular stories were preserved and handed on from one generation
to the next. Scrolls and books were manufactured either from plants or
animals. Vellum or parchment was a specially tanned leather; papyrus was
woven from a reed plant.
The most common genres in the Bible today are law and story. Storytellers
did not compose the Bible like modern authors write books. Originally, they
developed stories orally. Storytellers were careful observers of israel's com
mon experience. Their memories and reflections slowly formed a rich ar
chive (midrash) of quite simple laws (halakah) and stories (haggadah) . Their
archive continued to grow and develop from repeated performances at the
annual harvest festivals where taxes were collected, and in times of crisis
when decisions needed to be made. Simple laws and stories were soon
woven together into more complex cycles of stories and codes of law. It was
from this archive that tellers drew the first stories like the Song of Miriam
at the Red Sea (Exod 15:20-21) , and laws like the decree of David: "the share
of the one who goes down into the battle shall be the same as the share of
the one who stays by the baggage, " from which the Bible today would
develop (1 Sam 30:24) .
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Not all Hebrews in ancient Israel understood their responsibility to Yah
weh in the same way. Some Hebrews were committed to forming a decen
tralized village culture without a monarch, without an army, without taxes,
and without slaves, whereas other Hebrews formed a centralized state with
a monarch, an army, taxes, and slaves. Although the Hebrews who lived
in states certainly considered themselves followers of Yahweh, their world
view was much different from the Hebrews who pioneered the villages of
early Israel before them. Therefore , the stories told in Hebrew villages were
different from those told by the monarchs of Hebrew states . And more than
one kind of story was told in Israel as a state. Scholars have studied four of
these royal stories from the Bible today in some detail (Noth 1972:261-76) .
Between 1250 and 1000 BCE, Hebrews i n the area o f Samaria told a story
intended to help build the Hebrew villages in their region into a state.
Because it describes the God of ancient Israel as Elohim, the powerful and
triumphant creator of the cosmos, scholars labeled it the "Elohists' story"
which is abbreviated "E. "
Hebrews living around Jerusalem between 1000 and 900 BCE were telling
a somewhat different story from their neighbors to the north. Its storytellers
wanted to build the state of Israel into a empire. Consequently, their story
provides an unconditional endorsement for the state founded by David and
Solomon, which created a state with the Hebrew villages north of Jerusalem
and the non-Hebrew states of Moab, Ammon, Edom, and Syria before
forging covenants with major powers like Egypt. Because the God of ancient
Israel reveals the name " Yahweh" to the man and the woman in the stories
of Adam and Eve (Gen 4:26), scholars identify it as the "Yahwists ' story. "
The Yahwists' story is abbreviated "J" from the G erman spelling of Yahweh
as "J ahve. " Unlike the courtly descriptions of the God of ancient Israel in
the Elohists' story, the descriptions of the God of ancient Israel in the
Yahwists' story are very down-to-earth. For example, in the Elohists' story,
the God of ancient Israel creates by decree and promulgates these decrees
through angels and dreams. In the Yahwists' story, on the other hand, the
God of ancient Israel creates like a potter working the clay by hand, and
visits the Hebrews in person.
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The Yahwists' story appears when the cities and states which made up
the state of Israel under David and S olomon began to declare their inde
pendence (Hayes and Miller 1977:375-76) . For example, sometime before 900
BCE the region of Cabul north of the Carmel mountains moved from Israel's
sphere of influence to that of Tyre (1 Kgs 9:10-14) and Syria won its inde
pendence (1 Kgs 11:23-25). Edom followed (1 Kgs 11:14-22) , and then even
the Hebrews in the northern part of the country declared their indepen
dence from Jerusalem (1 Kgs 12) . During his reign, S olomon added only

249

THE STORYTELLER

The·. ·. storY, �h��.�· t �·· El h,i�t� te1 1lelps. h4ild•• the···•Hebrew
.
·
r �h:e. s�ate
of ls�ael ..· (1250.- 1 ooo BCE).
.v illages into
T;h� ..·S�ory •· !f �ict. t�e t:ah�i�M t�l l � h� le� .�IJ�ld,th� stat� of Israel
. .Solomon·. (f00()-900 BCE).
.i�to,:.th.e ·.empire . of.David an�

·� �
..

��

� ���

(

.

tn

Th�·story w�.i; �h� � � t' l\O ist�x�e�l •.helps .. reform the . em�•
. / pi re· of D.avicl and: Splomon into th� state ofJudah (100•600 BCE)•
T��·•. s�.�1ry ·•w1tic, h the't.�i.�st s··t�.1 1.••ll l p�··(��vert•.the•.•state··. of
Judah into . the. religion f:lfJ�ulais111 (�()0?100 . ece).

�

Gezer to Israel (1 Kgs 9 :16) . In this climate of emerging nationalism, story
tellers proclaimed the Yahwists' story to shore up Israel as a state. It
promises military security and economic aid to those who remain loyal. In
the story, Yahweh commands Abraham, David's ancestor, to live as a guest
among many different peoples in order to bless them and to make their life
flourish. To have Abraham as a guest is tantamount to belonging to Israel.
Abraham cares fo r the resources of the people who are his hosts just as the
state cares for those who belong to it. Israel, like Abraham, serves as their
legal guardian (Gen 18:16-33), the father of their household (Gen 13 : 1-18) ,
and their chief (Gen 14:1-24) .
The "Deuteronomists ' story, " abbreviated " D , " was named for its master
piece: Deuteronomy. The Deuteronomists ' story downsizes the empire of
David and Solomon into the state of Judah. It developed in Judah between
700 and 600 BCE. The Deuteronomists' story helps Judah avoid the complete
destruction of its social institutions by the Babylonians. Israel's fo reign
entanglements became a liability. In the Deuteronomists' story, the statutes
and ordinances of Yahweh call Israel to a cloistered and isolated life, apart
from the other nations. Israel is to be totally self-contained. Isolationism
replaces colonialism (Mccarter 1990: 292) .
Finally, the "Priests' story" or "P" developed in Babylon between 600 and
400 BCE. The Priests' story converts the state of Judah into the religion of
Judaism. Because this story has a special concern fo r laws and calendars
dealing with worship it was named for the priests who were responsible for
the liturgy of ancient Israel.
The great stories of ancient Israel are now artfully combined in Genesis,
Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy into a genre which Jews
today call "Torah" and Christians generally refer to as the Pentateuch.
"Pentateuch" is a Greek word meaning the "five books . " "Torah" is a
Hebrew word which is often translated "law, " but "teaching " carries more
accurate connotations in English. The Torah story is the core of the Bible.
It contains the basic law codes and cycles of stories by which the identity
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of ancient Israel and by which subsequent biblical communities gauge their
authenticity. If it is not Torah, it is not biblical.
Today, creeds and other theological writings are rigorously logical. Churches
and theologians attempt to eliminate any possible contradictions in the way
they express their faith in God and the outlook on daily life which it informs.
Torah, on the other hand, is much more tolerant of diversity. As Torah took
shape in ancient Israel, stories with very different ways of understanding
the God of ancient Israel and looking at life were included. Torah valued
the richness of its various traditions over uniformity. The Bible today is by
no means a textbook. It is a testimony to the continuing struggle of diverse
communities in ancient Israel and early Christianity who responded to the
challenges of their day in different ways .
Torah developed from cycles of stories and codes of laws with common
motifs . These laws and stories almost all dealt with the promise of land
and children, the exodus from slavery, the covenant between Yahweh
and Israel , wandering in the desert, and the settlement of the villages in
the hill country. The sequence of these laws and stories in Torah is
neither historical nor chronological. But the sequence is also not hap
hazard like a scrapbo ok or collage. It artistically displays the experience
o f the Hebrews and emphasizes their particular characteristics as a chosen
people at different times and in different places in the promised land and
outside it.
The pattern which first appeared in the Deuteronomists' story after 700
BCE became standard for the structure of the Bible today. The Deuter
onomists' story used Deuteronomy as a command against which it mea
sures Israel's compliance in Joshua, Judges, and Samuel-Kings. Likewise,
the Bible uses the Torah story in Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and
Deuteronomy as a command against which it evaluates Israel's compliance.
The Torah or Pentateuch became a constitution or point of reference for
storytellers in Israel and the standard against which all subsequent stories
were measured and on which all subsequent stories commented.
Virtually every other tradition in the Bible today in some way evaluates
Israel's performance in light of the Torah story. It remained constant in
Israel while traditions commenting on it continued to change. Today the
Bible reflects the ongoing process which Israel used to update and revise
the way it understood itself and its relationship to the God of Israel. The
prophetic books, the writings or wisdom literature, and even the New
Testament all update and revise the Torah story for their own time and their
own communities, and, to s ome degree, tellers in each tradition altered the
understanding which previous stories had proposed.
The prophets, for example, understand the Torah story in a different way
than the Yahwists ' story. The monarchs of Israel and Judah continued to
increase taxes forcing more and more of their people to sell themselves into
slavery to pay their taxes. With the Torah story as their benchmark, the
prophets issue indictment after indictment against the monarchs of Israel
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and Judah for their foreign alliances and policies of domestic exploitation.
In the prophets' reading of the Torah story, Israel is called not to be the
provider and protector of the family of nations, but rather to be provided
for and protected by Yahweh . The taxes which the monarchs use to
warehouse supplies and build armies are sacrilegious to the prophets ,
who stress the gratuitous generosity of Yahweh in providing for and pro
tecting Israel.
Even among the Jews who migrated or were deported from Syria-Palestine
into the Greek speaking world of Egypt, the process of problem-solving the
in present by rereading the past continued. Faced with a new language and
a new culture, these Jews read the Torah story in a new way. They not only
translated their Bible from Hebrew into Greek, but included new works like
the Wisdom of Solomon, the Wisdom of Sirach, Tobit, and Judith. These
works, today called the " apocrypha" or the "pseudepigrapha, " reflect the
way in which these Jews adapted their eastern Mediterranean heritage,
culture, and faith to the western Mediterranean way of life. Today this
Greek language version of the Bible is called the " Septuagint" because of an
early tradition which attributed the translation to a group of seventy (Latin:
septuaginta) scholars (Sundberg 1964). It was the Septuagint story which
became the Christian Old Testament (Hayes 1979:43 ) .
And finally Christians understood the Torah story i n a different way than
their predecessors . Christians began to tell their story in the New Testament
between 50 and 100 CE. Not long after, both Jews and Christians closed their
canons . From 100 CE onward, no writings were considered normative,
inspired, or canonical.
A certain amount of tolerance is always necessary to adapt stories to
specific cases. However, when the variance in application becomes too wide,
a series of quality controls is established in order to limit the number of
applications which can be made and thus reduce the variation between one
story and the other. Canon is a control on storytelling. "Canon" comes from
a Hebrew word meaning a " cane" (mp, qii.neh) or a "reed" (Latin: rundo donax;
1 Kgs 14:15; Holladay 1971: s.v. ";-rJp " ; Abbott-Smith 1937: s .v. "Kavow" ) . For
Egyptians, the canon was a common measurement like a meter or a yard
stick. In Ezekiel, however, the canon measures three-meters or 10 ft. 4 in.
(Ezek 40:5; 42:16) . When used in reference to the Bible, canon identifies
stories which are normative for teaching and morality in the community
of faith.
However, even with a canon, storytelling is still used today to initiate new
members into the community and to teach and preach to them during
worship. The ability to tell the story remains a requirement fo r membership.
In the ceremonies of bar mitzvah, as well as baptism, candidates retell the
official stories of their religious communities by telling their own stories in
order to demonstrate a familiarity with the past and an ability to live in the
present (Chicago Studies 1982:1-101) . Preachers and teachers are now the
storytellers in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Some preaching and teach-
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ing traditions like the Mishnah (200 CE ) and the Talmud ( 400 CE ) for Judaism
and the work of the church fathers (100-800 CE ) for Christianity were
written down. But it is the weekly preaching and teaching carried on in
temples, churches , and mosques which has the strongest impact on the way
believers understand their fa ith and tell their stories . Thus, each generation
of believers must learn the ancient craft of the storyteller in order to face
the new challenges and the unique crises of their own day.
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Abuse, physical, 36
Activity: sexual, 127, 176; symbolic,
215
Adoption, 10, 145
Adultery, 31
Alien, resident, 84
Alliance, military, 164
Ally, 121
Ambush, 99
Amity, 121
Annals, royal, 205
Anointed, Yahweh's, 145
Anthropology, xx
Aphrodisiac, 69
Appearance, physical, 148
Appraisal, 191
Arbitration, 126
Architecture, monumental, 168, 201
Army, 97, 161
Asceticism, 215
Assembly: divine, 124; gate, 122;
threshing floor, 122; village, 122
Assistance: logistical, 207; military,
207
Attorney, defense, 123
Authority, 23
Baldness , 103
Bandit, 4
Barrenness, 148
Behavior: anti-social, 149;
rule-breaking, 153
Bench mark, 114
Birth room, 70

Birth stool, 70
Bookkeeper, 243
Border, 164
Bragging, 85
Bride price, 14, 127
Brother, 8, 111
Brother, father's, 16
Brother-in-law, 111
Bureaucracy, 161
Cairn, 114
Call to arms, 105
Canon, 251
Castration, 103
Causality, primary, 116
Census, 98
Chastity, 13
Chief, 96
Childbearer, 24
Children, 23
Circumcision, 62
Circumscription, 155
Cistern, 43
City, 155
City, mother, 30
Claim, quit, 114
Clan, xi, 9
Clean, 143, 149
Cleverness, 18, 54
Client, 121, 160
Clothing, 147, 203, 243
Coitus interruptus, 114
Colony, 220
Commission, 56
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Communion, 192
Community, base, 7
Compensation, 11
Compliance, legal, 13
Concubine, 14
Confiscation, 157
Consensus, 97, 124, 229
Consultant, 215
Cooking, 192
Court martial, 173
Covenant: 59, 64, 164; breach of, 126,
149; lawsuit, 218; partner, 121
Crime, 11
Crop mixing, 40
Crop staggering, 39
Crop varying, 39
Culture, xix
Dancing, 213
Daughter, 132
Daybreak, 124
Death by stoning, 150
Debt, 199, 202
Decimation, 103
Demography, 37
Dice, 190
Diplomacy, x, 82, 211
Dissonance, cognitive, 125
Divorce, 31
Domicile, 112
Dominance, 121
Double entendre, 107
Dowry, 14, 127
Draft, military, 98
Drugs, 213
Due process , 150
Ears , pierced, 202
Earthing, 72
Earthquake, 224
Eating, 170, 181
Economics, x , 37, 187
Ecstasy, 105
Education, xi, 142, 237
Elder, 121
Eligibility, legal, 13
Elite, ruling, 122
Endtime, 224
Environment, 37
Ethos, xxii
Evidence, physical, 129,
Evolution, biological, xxi
Execration, 178
Executor, 111

Exploitation, 122
Extradition, 165
Eyes, 103
Family, extended, 7
Farmer, 37
Farming, slash and burn, 42
Father, 7, 8
Feet, washing of, 85
Femme fatale, 116
Fertility, 132
Fidelity, 132
Firstborn, 110
Flood, 224
Food, 182
Food processing, 192
Fool, 132, 142
Foreclosure, 202, 210
Free, 37
Friend, 86
Fluidity, tribal, 59
Fuller, 222
Gatekeeper, 187
Genealogy, 7
Gift giving, 121
Goods : collateral, 202; fixed, 180;
immovable, 210; limited, xvii;
movable, 210; perpetual, 202;
redistribution of, 99, 188;
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