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Preface

THE Porrrics oF MYTH

HEN I BEGAN WRITING THIS BOOK THE WORLD WAS STILL MOURNING THE DEATH of

Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin, The book goes to press as the world reels
fromn the shock of the attack on the World Trade Center by religious zealots who believed
they would be rewarded in heaven for carrying out what they saw as God’s will. Both of
these violent acts illustrate a central point of this volume, Rabin’s assassin believed not
only that the prime minister had betrayed Israel, but also that, in giving territory back to
the Palestinian Arabs which had previously been taken in the Six Day War in 1967, Rabin
was violating a divine covenant. That is, regardless of what practical concerns about
Israel’s defense might also have driven the assassin, 2 substantial motive for his act, and
particularly for using violent means to remove Rabin was a belief in the literal truth of
the tale that God gave a particular piece of real estate at the eastern end of the Mediter-
ranean to Abraham and his descendants for all time. Likewise, the fanatics who took the
lives of thousands on Septernber 11, 2001 cornmitted an atrocity in pursuit of religious
beliefs based on the same mythic system out of which arose Judaism and Christianity.

Perhaps we should not be surprised at either of these acts. After all, the Zionist move-
ment, which ultimately culminated in the founding of the modern state of Israel, was
based at least in part on the tacit acceptance of the literal truth of the Abrahamic
covenant. In fact, I suspect that there is also a tacit acceptance of the tale among Gentile
Americans as well, regardless of their level of religious commitment. Mixed with reason-
able guilt over centuries of racism culminating in the Nazi Holocaust, this assumption of
the basic “rightness” of the Zionist claim has long fueled a popular pro-Israel sentiment
among the American people. Consider the lines of the stirring theme song from the
movie Exodus: “This land is mine / God gave this land to me” Even the title of the movie
calls up another bit of popular modern mythology—Cecil B. DeMille’s epic The Ten
Commandments—and the mythic power implicit in the image of Charlton Heston part-
ing the Red Sea is not to be lightly dismissed.

Nevertheless, the story of God's promise to Abraham is mythology and politically
motivated mythology at that. To understand this consider the following anachronism:
Abraham is said in Genesis 11:31 to have left the city of his fathers, “Ur of the Chaldees”
Had the material on Abraham that we find in Genesis actually been written down either
before the Israelites settled in Canaan or at least before the monarchy—had the legend
actually been written by Moses—we would expect that Ur would be referred to as a city
of the Sumerians {who actually built it} or, at the very least, as a city of the Akkadians
who were the first Semitic rulers of Mesopotamia, or even the Amorites of Hammurabi’s
day, ca. 2100 BCE.! The Chaldeans had not infiltrated the area around Ur until about
1100 BCE and may not have seized the city itself until ca. 800 BCE. They were not the
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masters of Mesopotamia until the collapse of the Assyrian empire (612 BCE). Thus, the
reference to “Ur of the Chaldees” dates the writing as being at least later than 1100 BCE
and possibly as late as 800 BCE.

Also, while it is true that the material actually referring to the Abrahamic Covenant
is from before the Exile, both the “T” and “E” material are considered by the overwhelm-
ing majority of biblical scholars—both Jewish and Christian—to date from the time of
the divided monarchy. In other words, it was written down hundreds of years after the
fact. That this material was itself subject to later editing can be seen in the J account of
the covenant (Gen, 15:1-21). In Gen. 15:7 (KJV) God tells Abraham, “I am the LorD who
brought you from Ur of the Chaldees. ..” Here again is the anachronism that dates from
between 1100 and 800 BCE. The covenant as spelled out in Gen. 15:18 gives Abraham'’s
descendants the land from the river of Egypt (or brook of Egypt, the wadi Al Arish at the
eastern edge of the Sinai peninsula—not the Nile) to the Euphrates. This encompasses
David’s empire. In Gen. 17:8 (the E version) God only promises Abraham and his
descendants, “all the land of Canaan.” This discrepancy is but one of many indications
that Gen. 15:18 was written after the establishment of David’s empire as opposed to being
prophetic of its extent. In other words, it was written after the fact as a “divine” justifica-
tion of the right to hold that which had been taken by force of arms.

As supportive as this myth was both during the monarchy and during the Exile, a lit-
eral belief in it today threatens a peace that is precarious at best. A number of years ago I
actually heard an American Jewish fundamentalist speaking on a Christian radio station
say that not only was Israel for the Jews alone, but that God’s promise was that the Jews
were to have all the land from Egypt to the Euphrates. That this would require the end
of the national states of Syria, Jordan and Lebanon and the expulsion of their peoples,
along with the Palestinians, seemed to bother this man no more than did the fact that his
reliance on Gen. 15:18 required the exclusion of Gen. 17:8 and subsequent reaffirmations
of the covenant with Tsaac, Jacob and Moses,? all of which only mention Canaan, It is
often the case that fundamentalists, while maintaining that all of the Bible is true, inter-
pret it in an exclusionary manner favoring their own political views. Admittedly, this
man'’s interpretation is an extreme view held by only a small minority. Yet the myth in
general, despite its anachronisms and internal inconsistencies, has a much larger follow-
ing. Dispensing with the myth might make it possible for an Israeli state and a Palestin-
ian Arab state to share the land.

As the attack on the World Trade Center so brutally demonstrates, Israel is not the
only place or political arena in which certain believers have used myths in place of rea-
son as a solution to modern problems. Here in America they would replace biology with
creationism, base sexual morals on Levitical law, have us believe we are all inherently evil
and guilty of a sin we did not commit,? and tie us in psychological knots with doctrines
such as the supposed compatibility of free will and predestination.? In the face of poten-
tial environmental catastrophe and the imuninent extinction of vast numbers of plant
and animal species, they claim that Ged told them to “subdue [the earth]...and have
dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing
that moveth upon the earth” (Gen. 1:28). Forced to confront brutal dictatorships, the
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exploitation of immigrant laborers, and the inequality of the sexes, they cite Paul and
Peter saying that all governments are instituted by God, telling slaves to obey their mas-
ters® and women to submit to their husbands.” Everywhere, myth is used as a prop to
maintain injustice in the name of God. Is this really that far removed from the acts of
assassins and terrorists murdering in the name of all that is holy?

While [ do not address the Koran directly in this volume, Islam did come out of the
mythic system comumion to Judaism and Chrristianity. Fundamentalist Moslems, like their
Jewish and Christian counterparts, use an exclusionary interpretation of myth to justify
the use of force against those who dort’t accept their view. I have, therefore, chosen to look
into the pool of myths common to Judaism, Christianity and Islamn; and this is chiefly
from the Bible. It is the purpose of this book to examine the biblical stories, and their ori-
gins, upon which is based a modern mythology that still drives people at the beginning
of the twenty-first century, often in the face of desperate problems, to cherish myths over
reason,

L. Throughout this book I use the commonly accepted secular dating system of BCE and CE—Before Com-
mon Era and Common Era—in place of the traditional B.C.and AD.}

2. These are, respectively: Gen. 26:3 (Esaac), Gen. 28:13 (Jacob} and Exodus 3:17, 6:4-8 (Moses).

3. See Rom.. 5:12-18.

4. See Rom. 9:14-23 and Eph. 1:4.

5. Rom. 13:1-5; 1 Pet. 2:13-15

6. Col. 3:22; Eph. 6:5; essentially all of Philemon; Tit. 2:9-10; 1 Pet, 2:3}

7.1 Cor. 11:3, 14:33-35; Col. 3:18; Eph. 5:22-24; 1 Tim, 2:9-i5; Tit, 2:3-5; 1 Pet. 3:24






SIFTING FOR THE TRUTH

OW ARE WE TO KNOW IF A STORY IN THE BISLE I$ HISTORICALLY TRUE? Can these tales be

either verified or falsified? And if they can, by what means? To answer these ques-
tions let us consider a specific example: The final chapters of 2 Kings (chs. 24-25) record
the two sieges of King Nebuchadrezzar against Jerusalem, each followed by the deporta-
tion of large numbers of Jews into captivity in Mesopotamia. These chapters also men-
tion the Jewish kings at the time of the two sieges, Jehoiachin and Zedekiah. Their
fates—that Jehoiachin was taken captive after the first siege and that Zedekiah was forced
to witness the execution of his two sons just before being blinded—are also detailed in
these last two chapters. Finally, the story that closes 2 Kings is that of Evil-merodach’s
kindness to the captive Jehoiachin.

Are these stories true? And if they are, when were they written? As to the first ques-
tion, there are corroborating Chaldean records from the time that substantiate the two
sieges, the names of the kings, and their fates. As to the second question, the mention of
Nebuchadrezzar’s successor Amel-Marduck (called Evil-merodach in the Bible) shows
that this passage was written well into the Exile. Jerusalem was taken in 586 BCE, and
Nebuchadrezzar did not die until 561 BCE, 25 years later. According to 2 Kgs. 25:27, Evil-
merodach began his reign in the 37th year of Jehoiachin's captivity, which history tells us
began in 598. Thus, history once again corroborates this story (568-37="561). Archaeol-
ogy also supports the end of 2 Kings, which states that a regular allowance was given
Jehoiachin by the order of the Chaldean king. Clay tablets found in Babylon dating from
the Chaldean period mention this allowance.

That the narrative at the end of 2 Kings was not only written after 561 BCE, but that
it was edited much later, is shown by the spelling of the name of that greatest of Chaldean
kings as Nebuchadpezzar. His actual name was Nabu-kudurri-usur. Thus, when his con-
temporaries Ezekiel and Jeremiah refer to him, he is called Nebuchadpezzar, The only
exceptions to this are in Jeremiah 27 and 29, where the Chaldean king is called Neb-
uchadnezzar. When Jeremiah speaks of the fall of Jerusalem he calls the king Neb-
uchadrezzar. The replacement of the “r” in the fourth syltable with an “n” occurs only in
a late form of the name, dating from the period of Greek influence after 331 BCE, the
Greek version of Nabu-kudurri-usur being Nabuchodonosor. Thus, when Nebuchad-
nezzar pops up atypically in Jeremiah, it is a sign of later editing. The same is true, of
course, in chapters 24 and 25 of 2 Kings.

To test the historical validity of biblical narratives then, we must cormpare each of
them with historical and archaeological records, and check the language of the verses for
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signs of anachronisms. | deliberately chose a narrative that could be corroborated by his-
tory and archaeology to demonstrate the neutrality of these two disciplines, While the
believer may rejoice in the corroboration of 2 Kings 24 and 25, there is no histerical sup-
port for certain other famous biblical stories, such as the Exodus. Likewise every attempt
to validate Joshua’s conquest of Canaan is frustrated by the archaeological record. It is, in
fact, doubtful that any of the conquest narrative related in Joshua is true.

The dating of these stories is important. If we find that a story purporting to relate
events in the life of Abraham contains gross anachronisms in it, such as referring to the
city of his father as “Ur of the Chaldees,” or saying that Abraham lived in the “land of the
Philistines” (Gen. 21:34)—who did not come to Canaan untl several centuries later—
we know that the story was written down hundreds of years after the events were pu-
ported to have taken place, This means that the “history” being related may well have
been tailored to the time of its writing. In certain cases supposed prophecies can be
shown by examination of these anachronisms to have been written after the events they
were supposedly predicting,

Anachronisms are not the only internal clues which reflect on the historical validity
of a given biblical narrative, The literary forms used that indicate changes in authorship
in a work attributed to one man, as in Isaiah, and the use of words or even a language
from a later period, as in the Aramaic laced with Greek words in parts of Daniel, are other
clues. So too are internal inconsistencies in the Bible, such as where there are two or more
accounts of how something happened within the same book. The two creation stoties of
Genesis 1 and 2 are an obvious example,

Both the historical validity and the supposed divine inspiration of the Bible are called
into doubt when one book contradicts another. For example, Josh. 12:8 says that Jashua
gave the land of, among others, the Jebusites, to the people of Israel, and Josh. 12:10 lists
the king of Jerusalem as among those defeated by the children of Israel. At the time
Jerusalem was also called Jebus, So, according to Joshua 12, it was in Israelite hands before
Joshua’s death. Yet Josh. 15:63 says that the tribe of Judah could net drive out the
Jebusites, who remain there “to this day,” and Jud.1:8 says that the men of Judah took
Jerusalem after Joshua's death. Judges 1:21 says that the tribe of Benjamin could not drive
out the Jebusites who dwelt in Jerusalem, and it is an important part of the story of the
outrage at Gibeah that Jebus is still in Canaanite hands (see Jud. 19:10-12), We find, in
fact, that Jebus is still a Canaanite city until it is taken by King David (2 Sam. 5:6,7), hun-
dreds of years after the time of the supposed conquest. Here we have three different ver-
sions of the conquest of Jebus/Jerusalem: that it was taken by Joshua, that it was taken by
the tribe of Judah after Joshua’s death, and that it was independent until David took it
and made it his capital. Clearly we have a problem in historical validity: They cannot all
be right.

Even if a biblical narrative is deemed historically true, can we base our ethics on such
narratives and their moral injunctions? Fundamentalists frequently use the codes of sex-
ual ethics from Leviticus and Deuteronomy as a club with which to beat others. Since
these codes indude prohibitions against adultery (Lev. 18:20, 20:10; Deut, 22:22), incest
{Lev. 18:6-18, 20:11, 12, 14, 17, 19-21; Deut. 22:30}, rape (Deut. 22:25), prostitution
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(Deut. 23:17), and bestiality (Lev. 18:23, 20:15, 16), the codes seem to relate to acts uni-
versally condemned by all societies, which gives them a certain validity. Of course, the
main prohibition stressed by fundamentalists is that against homosexuality (Lev. 18:22,
20:13). Assuming that the penalties are moderated a bit—most of these offenses carried
the death penalty—many people might be swayed by their seeming reasonableness.

However, this same code also prohibits a couple from having sex during the wife’s
menstrual period (Lev. 18:19, 20:18), with the penalty that the offenders will be “cut off
from among their people” The Hebrew word word translated as “cut off” is karath,
which also means to destroy. Thus, a couple having sexual relations during the wife’s
menstrual period would be put to death if the act was discovered. Most of us would con-
sider our decision as to whether to have sex with our wives during menstruation to be
our own business. In fact, the prohibition against sex during menstruation has to do with
another Levitical code, that of ritual impurity. Leviticus 15:19-30 goes into great detail
about how a woman is undlean during her period, how anything she touches becornes
unclean, how anyone who touches her or anything she has touched is unclean for a day
and must bathe to be cleansed, and how at the end of her period she is to offer two
pigeons or doves to be sacrificed, one as a sin offering, so that the priest can “make atone-
ment for her before the LorD for her undlean discharge” (Lev. 15:30). Most of us today
do not see menstruation as a sin or consider this quite natural function either unclean or
a“sickness” (see Lev. 20:18). I wonder if those state legislators who quoted Leviticus while
fighting against the passage of California’s law legalizing all private, voluntary sexual
behavior between consenting adults (1972) kept their wives locked in menstrual huts
during their periods, or if any fundamentalist congregations still ask a sacrifice of pigeons
for the “sin” of menstruation.

That the Levitical sexual prohibitions were based on a psychology far different from
our own can be seen not only in the exaggerated fear of menstrual blood, but in a verse
just preceding the list of penalties for sexual offenses. Leviticus 20:9 says:

For every one who curses his father or his mother shall be put to death; he has cursed
his father or his mother, his blood is upon him.

Are we to read this to mean that if, in a fit of rage, your teenage son or daughter yells,
“God damn you!” it's curtains for them? To understand the harshness of this penalty we
must remember that in ancient times words were thought to have power. To curse soime-
one was to literally call down a supernatural force on the cursed, hence the injunction in
the Ten Commandments not to take the Lord’s name in vain. Cursing one’s parents was
tantamount to physically assaulting them. [t was also thought that such curses could
likely result in the victim’s death unless that person had a protective counter charm. One
way of protecting one’s self was to have a secret name that was on€’s true name. Curses
against one’s prosaic name would then be ineffectual. Even today, when such ideas seem
primitive and absurd, it is not uncommon for Jews to have a special “Jewish” name sep-
arate from the equally Jewish name they generally use. That the prohibition against
swearing is based on magical thinking has not blunted its force among some believers.

A fundamentalist, however, might say that even though we today do not indulge in
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either sacrificing pigeons, putting women in menstrual huts, or stoning people to death
for sexual offenses, he and his wife do not have sex during her period and that he believes
sexual relations condemned in the Levitical and Deuteronomic codes should be against
the law. This would make not only homosexuality illegal but transvestitism (Deut. 22:5)
and heterosexual premarital sex (Deut. 22:20, 21, 23, 24) as welL Is the fundamentalist
justified in thinking that this view is consistent with what he considers the word of God?
Not unless he is prepared to make it against the law to wear wool and linen {or any other
two cloths) at the same time, since this is prohibited in Lev. 19:19 and Deut, 22:11, This
is part of a series of prohibitions against mingling, and thus “contaminating” just about
anything. Deuteronomy 22:9 prohibits planting different seeds in the same orchard, and
Deut. 22:10 prohibits plowing with an ass and an ox yoked together. (This last practice
sounds a bit unworkable in any case.) The point of all of this is that something cannet
be considered pure if it’s mixed with something else. (As to whether a law against wear-
ing wool and linen together would also extend to mixed weaves of cotton and polyester
poses a knotty legal problem indeed!)

All this speculation might seem as though I am being unfair. After all, before Cali-
fornia’s liberal law went into effect, premarital sex was technically against the faw; as it still
is in some states. None of these states ever indulged in any nonsense regarding wearing
different materials together. However, fundamentalists are adamant that we cannot pick
and choose which biblical prohibitions we will and will not obey. We cannot, for exam-
ple, say that rape, adultery, incest, prostitution, and bestiality are wrong and should be
made illegal, then turn and say that premarital sex and homosexuality are private mat-
ters which should be legal. Yet, if their reasoning is that such acts are condemned by God
based on the Levitical and Deuteronomic codes, then they too are prohibited from pick-
ing and choosing, and they must, according to their own doctrine, give equal weight to
the prohibitions against various sexual behaviors and those against wearing linen and
wool together,

Of course, at this point most fundamentalists will cite Jesus and Paul as sources of
prohibitions against sexual freedom, and at the same time they can point out various
verses in the New Testament exempting Christians from the Jewish codes. Nevertheless,
my objection still stands, Fundamentalists are as selective as the rest of us in what New
Testament teachings they follow. Specifically, Jesus was quite plain both in prohibiting
divorce except in cases of adultery (Mk, 10:11, 12; Lk. 16:18; Mt. 5:31.32) and in his con-
demmnation of wealth and the accumulation of material goods.! Yet the divorce rate does
not vary greatly between seculars and evengelicals, and fundamentalists are among the
most avid of capitalists.

In this book 1 shall examine the biblical narratives upon which believers base the
divine origin of their moral and political beliefs, subjecting each of them to the follow-
ing questions:

1) Is the narrative literally true based on history, archaeology and science?

2) Are there internal inconsistencies, anachronisms, or other internal clues which

invalidate the narrative if it is to be considered historical or to be taken literally?

3) Is the reasoning behind the narrative and the ethical beliefs derived from it based
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on a world view that is foreign to our own sense of ethics?

4) Is there a mythic meaning 1o the narrative that is quite different from what a literal
interpretation of the narrative might imply?

5) What social or political stance do believers derive from the biblical narrative, and
how valid is their use of the Bible to back up their personal and political positions?

It is my hope that by getting to the core of both the origin and meaning of the sto-
ries in the Bible we will not only gain a greater understanding of the people for whom
they were written, but see where these stories apply to us and where they do not. 1 hope
as we work our way through these biblical stories the reader will see that while I have seri-
ous doubts as to the applicability of many such ancient stories to modem times, I do har-
bor considerable respect for the Bible as one of the world’s great works of literature.

1 Among the many attacks on the acoumulation of wealth in the Gospels are the famous staterents that it
will be harder for a rich man to enter heaven than for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle {Mk.
10:2127; Mt. 19:21-26; Lk, 28:22-27), injunctions in the Sermon on the Mount against laying up treasures
on earth (Mt 6:19-21; Lk 12:33, 34), and the caution that one cannot serve both God and Mammon (Mt.
6:24; LK, 16:13), Luke also adds to the Beatitudes a condemmnation of the rich (Lk.£:24,25) and includes two
parables condemning the accurulation of wealth {Lk. 12:16-21, 16:19-31). In Acts 4:32-35 the early Chris-
tian church is depicted as quite communal. And in Acts 5:1-11 a couple that tries to hold back some of their
own property are struck dead supernaturally)



~= Chapter 1 B~

FINDING THE TRUTH: TOOIS OF THE T RADE

WE BEGAN IN THE INTRODUCTION BY “SIFTING FOR THE TRUTH.” The next step is to con-
sider the means by which we find truths, which are often obscured because most
of us do not question and probe the Bible as readily as we might probe, say, a Greek myth.
To the uneritical, the body of Hebrew scriptures Christians call the Old Testament
appears by and large to be a linear document built up over a long history. It contains
some legendary material in Genesis, and perhaps some elaborations or fictions not to be
taken literally elsewhere, but it is generally thought to consist of a series of documents
written and edited in the order they appear in the Christian editions of the Bible. But this
“Old Testament” is, of course, a Jewish document. Thus, it could just as logically be pre-
sented as it is in the Hebrew scriptures, or Tanakh. The word Tanakh is an acronym for
the divisions of the Jewish Bible. These are the Torah or Law (Genesis, Fxodus, Leviticus,
Numbers, Deuterononty), the Nevi'isn or Prophets, and the Kethuvim or Writings. The
way in which each of these divisions of the Hebrew scriptures was built up was far from
linear. This is particularly true of the Torah.

The Documentary Hypothesis

In spite of the great antiquity of much of its material, the Torah was probably not in its
finalized canonical form until about 400 BCE, well after the return of the exiles from
Babylon; nor was the Torah (also called the Pentateuch—Greek for “five scrolls™) written
by Moses as is the traditional view. It must be remembered that in ancient times it was
common to attribute certain kinds of literature to an author of that type of material as a
way of legitimizing it. Since Moses was the law-giver, all books pertaining to the law were
attributed to him. Not only were the various books the work of different authors, each
individual book was often the work of numerous writers and redactors (editors). This
view, held by most biblical scholars, is called the Documentary Hypothesis.t Simply
stated, the history of the compilation of the Torah, as argued in the Documentary
Hypothesis, is as follows. The earliest holy writing of the Jews, embedded in Genesis, Exo-
dus, and Numbers, was the work referred to by Bible scholars as the “],” or Yahwist doc-
ument (the ] comes from the German spelling of Yahweh—TJahveh), possibly initially
written in the reign of Rehoboam, between 960 and 915 BCE, but with probable addi-
tions as late as the reign of Jehoram, 849-842 BCE, and probably written at the court by
a Judean official with a strong bias toward the Davidic line of kings. The J document
starts with the second creation story, and God is portrayed in very human, anthropo-
morphic terms.
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A rival document, the E, or Elohist material, was written in the northern kingdom,
possibly at the court in Samaria ca. 850 BCE. The name of God in this document was
more often given as Elohim instead of Yahweh, and the writings have a bias favoring
Israel over Judah, and particularly favoring the tribe of Ephraim. It starts with the
covenant of Abraham and focuses on Jacob. Many of the stories of Jacob and most of
those of Joseph, ancestor of the Ephraimites, who dominated the northern kingdom,
derive from this document. After the conquest of Israel by the Assyrians in 721 BCE, the
E document was brought to Jerusalem by refugees. The material was blended by various
redactors who attempted, with limited success, to harmonize the two documents.

Independent of these documents were the writings of those reformers we know of as
prophets, particularly Hosea, Amos, the first Isaiah, and Jeremiah. They wrote in a time
period from just prior to the Assyrian conquest of Israel to the Babylonian captivity. The
prophets represent a faction urging the purification of the worship of Yahweh and the
expulsion of the rival cults of Baal and Ashtart. One might wonder why such a purifica-
tion would be necessary, since the children of Israel are represented in the Book of Toshua
as having practically exterminated the Canaanites before the origin of the monarchy. In
fact, the purification was essential to establish the monotheistic worship of the god var-
iously referred to as Yahweh and Elohim, because the deity in question was originally one
of the gods of the Canaanite pantheon or was merged with such a deity (as we shall see
shortly).

The purification of the worship of Yahweh and its separation from the Canaanite fer-
tility cults was a long and arduous process which often pitted the prophets against both
king and people. However, the prophets did constitute a powerful faction that could exert
a great deal of influence over kings of the Yahwist persuasion. S¢ it was that when, dur-
ing the lifetime of Jeremiah, as repairs were being made on the Temple (621 BCE), abook
of laws was found mysteriously hidden in its walls and was brought to King Josiah (2 Kgs.
22:8). Once he had read it, Josiah tore his clothes and ordered the nation to beg mercy of
God for having previously transgressed God's laws. This was eventually considered the
second giving of the law, and so the document was named Deuteronomy (Gr. “second
law™). Why God would allow his law to be hidden from the tire of Moses to the time of
Josiah is never explained, and it seems rather odd that God would allow his people to sin
in ignorance for centuries. While the material in Deuteronomy undoubtedly reflects tra-
ditional law and religious codes of the Yahwist cult already in existence, most biblical
scholars feel the book itself (hence the codification of these laws) was written at the time
of its “discovery” and was not, as its so-called discoverers claimed, from the time or hand
of Moses. The authors of Deuteronomy, most probably members of the prophetic fac-
tion, were referred to collectively as the Deuteronomists (their material being designated
D). In addition to writing Deuteronomy they also seem to have compiled a history of the
kingdom derived from legendary material, kingly chronicles from Israel and Judah, and
various other sources. This history eventually became the books of Joshua, Judges, 1 and
2 Samuel, and 1 and 2 Kings. According to the original Documentary Hypothesis the
Priestly material (P} was assumed to have been written during the Exile, after the fall of
Jerusalem in 586 BCE. However, Dr. Richard Eliott Friedman argues persuasively that P
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material is quoted by Ezekiel and that, since the Hebrew P was written in appears to be
an earlier form than what we generally find in the Exile, it was probably written well
before 586, probably in the reign of Hezekiah (715-687 BCE). Friedman contends that it
was written in reaction to the Deuteronomists and the JE redaction. In 1979 a silver scroll
was found in a Jerusalem tomb dated ca. 600 BCE. Inscribed on it was the Aaronic bene-
diction from Num. 7:24-26:

The LORD bless you and keep you: The Lorp make his face to shine upon you and be
gracious to you: The Lorp lift up his countenance upon you and give you peace.

Singe this is priestly material it tends to support Friedman’s view. However, it is quite
possible that this benediction could have been older, independent material incorporated
into the priestly text. Along with adding to existing material, particularly in Exodus, the
priests wrote virtually all of Leviticus and most of Numbers. The priestly writers placed
particular stress on the strict observance of ritual purity, dietary laws, and the forms of
worship. Reflections of these concerns are seen in stories stressing the importance of Sab-
bath observance. The story of the six-day creation, containing certain Mesopotamian
motifs, such as the world starting out covered with water, is part of the P document,
largely aimed at establishing the divine origin and ordination of the Sabbath.

After the fall of Jerusalem to the Chaldeans in 586 BCE, and the deportation of the
Jews, the Jewish community in the Exile was held together by leaders from the priestly
class, starting with Ezekiel and ending with Ezra and Nehemiah. It was probably during
the Exile that the documents ], E, D and P were combined by a priestly redactor who also
added some bridging material called R for “redactor” Fundamentalists object to this view
of how the Pentateuch was built up. They ding to the traditional view that Moses wrote
the Torah, and that the books were written as they appear, not built up by merging and
editing of the J, E, D and P material. They point out that nobody has ever actually found
the Book of ], for example. However, they are forced to acknowledge that we also lack the
original autographs of any of the books of the Hebrew scriptures.

Another objection raised by fandamentalists is that the Documentary Hypothesis is
arbitrary and is nothing more than an attempt on the part of “liberal theologians™ to dis-
credit the Bible. They see the “higher criticism” of the nineteenth century as being the
work of intellectuals with an anti-Christian agenda. The reference to the higher criticism
and modern scholars as “liberal”—a pejorative among fundamentalists—is a give-away
that what is being referred to is politics and not scholarship. The number of times fun-
damentalist apologists refer to their opponents as “liberal theologians” indicates that the
term is not used casually, but is a deliberate tactic aimed at tying the views of those who
differ from the inerrantist position to a buzz word calculated to provoke an antagonistic
response among the faithful. Consider the company “liberal theologians” are classed with
in the following quote from the late Dr. Walter Martin, founder of the Christian Research
Institute (Martin, 1988, tape # 1):

The faith of Christ, what was necessary for our salvation, the living of the Christian life,
edification and evangelism already existed, complete. You didn't need Mary Baker
Eddy. You didn't need Charles [and] Myrtle Fillmore. You didn’t need Joseph Smith
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and Brigham Young, You didn't need Charles Russel and jehovah’s Witnesses. You did-
n't need Madam Blavatsky and Theosophy ar the Fox sisters and Spiritism. You didn't
need the kingdom of the cults, and you didi’t need liberal theologians and destructive
higher critics in order for you to arrive at the truth, because the faith was “once for all
delivered to the saints.”

Without specifically mentioning inerrancy, Martin has here implied that the canon
is not to be interpreted critically and has classed anyone who disagrees with that implied
position as being either a “liberal theologian” or a “destructive higher critic,” said cate-
gories being as anathematized in Martin’s view as Christian Scientists, Mormons, Jeho-
val's Witnesses, Theosophists and Spiritists. In short, Martin's view is that those who vary
from the inerrantist position are in the same camp with cultists and heretics.

In fact, the views of theologians who are not inerrantist vary widely, resulting in a
gradation of biblical interpretation from conservative to radical, By casting the debate in
termis of inerrancy vs. liberal theology, fundamentalists obscure two important facts that
tend to undermine their position. First, because there is a multiplicity of views on bibli-
cal interpretation, inerrancy is only one of many strands of thought. Second, since “lib-
eral” is often synonymous with a departure from tradition, the implication is that
fundamentalism represents the traditional view held by the church for centuries. In real-
ity, both fundamentalism and inerrancy are recent developments in Christianity rather
than ancient traditions,

Stll, the fundamentalists do have a point. How do we know that the , E, D, and P
docusnents or redactional material actually existed? And if it is of recent invention, why
was it that nobody prior to the nineteenth century noticed the clues that gave rise to the
Documentary Hypothesis?

In point of fact, the origins of biblical criticism go back to the early Middle Ages.
Jerame (340-420 CE), one of the most important architects of Christian doctrine, and
one respected nearly as much as his contemporary and ally, Augustine, accepted the view
that the Book of Daniel was written later than 200 BCE (although its authors wrote it as
an eye-witness account of events that took place 300 years earlier). At about 500 CE Jew-
ish scholars were having doubts about the Mosaic authorship of the Torah because cer-
tain expressions in it obviously came from periods well after the death of Moses. In the
eleventh century Isaac Ibn Yashush, court physician to 2 Moslem ruler in Spain, pointed
out that the list of Edomite kings in Genesis 36 had to be from a time long after Moses
died. Though he was a devout Orthodox Jew, [bn Yashush’s contemporary, Abraham Ben
Meir Ibn Ezra {1092-1167), a scholar and poet from Moslem Spain, also had some
doubts about certain passages in the Torah. Despite having castigated Ibn Yashush and
saying that his book should be burned, Ibn Ezra suspected that the Book of Isaiah was
actually the work of two different authors,

With the invention of the printing press access to the Bible and, with it, biblical crit-
icism, increased. Andreas Karlstadt (1480-1541), Protestant reformer and close ally of
Martin Luther, noted in 1520 that since the death of Moses takes place near the end of
Deuteronomy (Deut. 34:5), verses 34:6-10 had to have been written by someone else,
However, he also noted that there was no change in the style in those last verses. Since it
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appeared that the verses before and after Moses's death were by the same author, Karl-
stadt reasoned that the author of Deuteronomy could not be Moses. Catholic scholars of
the period also found problems with the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch. In his
commentary on the Book of Joshua (1574), Andreas Du Maes (1514-1575) conjectured
that the Pentateuch was actually compiled by Ezra, who he assumed had edited ancient
documents, including those written by Moses. Du Maes noted that the cities of Dan and
Hebron were referred to by those names in Genesis, even though they were not given
their names until after Moses’s death. Previously they were known as Laish and Kirjah-
arba, respectively. Joshua 14:35 says that Hebron was named Kirjah-arba before it
became the inheritance of Caleb. The conquest and renaming of Laish by the Danites is
described in Judges 18. The Catholic Church did not take kindly to what Du Maes wrote
and placed his book on the Index of Prohibited Books.

The Jewish-Dutch philosopher Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677) published a thorough
critical analysis of the Torah showing that it simply could not have been written by
Moses. Having already been excommunicated from Judaism, Spinoza now found his
work condemned by Protestants and Catholics as well, the latter placing it in the Index
of Prohibited Books. In addition, an attempt was made on his life. Writing to refute Spin-
oza, Catholic priest Richard Simon (1638-1712) stated that the Pentateuch was compiled
from several documents, sorme inspired and some of purely human origin. His contern-
porary, Jean Le Clerc (1657-1736), believed that the author of the Pentateuch lived in
Babylonia during the Exile.

Though these persistent suspicions stretch clear back to the beginnings of the
Middle Ages, it was not until the eighteenth century that the first Documentary
Hypothesis carne into being. French physician Jean Astruc (1684-1766) noticed not
only that there were often two different versions of incidents in the Pentateuch (i.e.
two creation stories, two versions of how many animals of each kind were taken on
Noaly's ark, etc.) but that God was referred to in different verses as either Yahweh or
Elohim, He also noted that the Yahweh and Elohim verses tended to occur in clusters
in which one or the other name predominated. Separating the Yahweh (]) material
and the Elohim (E) material into different strands, he noticed that each strand made
a fairly coherent story and reasoned that Moses had compiled the Pentateuch from
two or more traditions. Though most scholars now agree that the ] and E documents
were written well after the time of Moses, Astruc did come up with the basic idea of
the Documentary Hypothesis. Ironically, his work was intended as a defense against
skeptics who had cited the opposing versions as a basis for doubting the divine origin
of the Pentateuch. Astruc saw Moses as divinely inspired, but still editing earlier mate-
rial. Independent of Astruc, J. G. Eichhorn of Leipzig came up with a similar hypoth-
esis in 1785.

In 1800 an English Catholic priest named Alexander Geddes came up with the Frag-
ment Hypothesis. He believed that the Pentateuch was made up of a great number of
fragmentary docurnents compiled at the time of Solomon. Like Astruc and Eichhorn, he
argued that there were two basic circles of authors from which the fragmentary docu-
ments were drawn. These circles referred to God as Yahweh and Elohim respectively.
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Writing in 1805, J. S, Vater, in a three volume commentary on the Pentateuch, gave the
opinion that it was not finished until the period of the Exile. Other scholars of the first
half of the nineteenth century, such as W. M. L. De Wette and F, Bleek, elaborated certain
variations on the origin of the Pentateuch. Though Bleek felt that Moses was the author
of some of the chapters, he believed that there had been two major redactions of the orig-
inal work, one during the time of Solomon and one just before the Exile,

In 1853, H. Hupfeld came up with the first version of the Documentary Hypothesis
in which he postulated two E sources and one J source. Hupfeld's work was followed and
expanded on by A. Dillman and Franz Delitzsch. In 1866, K. H. Graf demonstrated that
the book of Leviticus was a later work than the material in Samuel and Kings. His work
was elaborated upon by Julius Wellhausen between 1876 and 1884. By the end of the
nineteenth century, most scholars had accepted what was called the “Graf-Wellhausen”
theory of the origins of the Pentateuch, summarized earlier. Thus, we see that from the
15005 on there was increasing critical study of the Bible, resulting in the Documentary
Hypothesis. The fundamentalist claim that it and similar biblical criticism are a recent
invention simply is not true. Nor was it the growth of materialism that led to critical
analysis of the Bible. It was the printing press and greater access to the Bible itself—the
same thing that gave impetus to the Protestant Reformation—that sparked the analysis
and critique of the Bible.

Another impetus for biblical criticism was increasing freedom of expression. When
Richard Simon wrote in 1678 that he thought that some of the material upon which the
Penttateuch was based was not divinely inspired, it cost him his position as priest in the
Congregation of the Oratory and, as with Du Maes and Spinoza, his work was placed on
the Index of Prohibited Books, All but six of the 1300 copies of his book were burned.
The work was also attacked by Protestants, and when an English translation of it was
published, the translator, John Hampden, was imprisoned in the Tower of London until
1688 when he recanted any views held in common with Simon. Even in 1753 Astruc was
careful to submit his thesis as a suggestion subject to the approval of the church. Thus, it
was only the increasing freedom from religious censure following the Enlightenment
that made it possible for the scholars of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries to fully
develop biblical criticism.

To understand how it is that modern scholars determine the date and authorship of
various biblical narratives, let us explore how their techniques are applied to a more neu-
tral subject. Both the flad and the Odyssey are attributed to Homer, as at one time were
the so-called Homeric hymns. The two epics describe mythic versions of events that took
place ca. 1200 BCE, during the Mycenaean period. Did Homer write during that period
or much later? And how do we know, given that the original manuscripts have been lost,
when the epics were originally written?

First consider the style of writing. There is a unity of style in both the Hiad and the
QOdyssey. By contrast, the supposedly “Homeric” hymns have a different style, even
though there are invocations of the gods in both epics that could be viewed as hymns.
Thus, these differences cannot be attributed to a deliberate use of a separate mode to suit
a different purpose. Among the stylistic similarities are the poetic images and phrases
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common to the two epics. Children are always “innocent,” women are “deep-girdled,”
and bronze is “sharp and pitiless.” Words are “winged” ot go through the barrier of the
teeth, Ships are “hollow” and they sail on a “wine-dark sea.” When telling of a warrior’s
death in bartle, similar descriptions, such as “he fell thunderously,” are used in both epics.
Thus, if the two epics were not written by the same author, they were written by two
poets of the same school.

Homer's descriptions of the world include certain anachronisms which indicate that
he wrote at a much later time than the period of the Trojan War (ca. 1200 BCE). For
example, he speaks of Dorian Greeks in Crete. Since the Dorians did not penetrate Crete
until between 1100 and 1000 BCE, the epics could not have been written at the time of
the war itself. Idiosyncrasies in the grammar and spelling also give clues to the date of
composition. As the Encyclopaedia Britannica points out {1995, Vol. 20, p. 636):

Certain elements of the poetic language, which was an artificial amalgam never exactly
reproduced in speech, indicate that the epics were not only post-Mycenaean in com-
position but also substantially later than the foundation of the first Ionian settlements
in Asia Minor of about 1000 BCE. The running together of adjacent short vowels and
the disappearance of the semi-vowel digramma (a letter formerly existing in the Greek
alphabet) are the most significant indications of this.

Since this critique does not involve anyone’s religious material, we do not hear any
howls of outrage about “destructive higher critics” or “liberal theologians” Yet the very
same methods used to date Homer, to verify the shared authorship of the Iliad and the
Odyssey, and to invalidate the Homeric Hymns are what modern Bible critics use to sep-
arate the threads of the source documents of the Torah, to judge the different authorship
and dates of the first and second parts of Isaiah, and to date Daniel some 300 years later
than it purports to have been written.

As an example of the application of such scholarship to the Bible consider not only
the anachronisms of saying that Abraham came from “Ur of the Chaldees,” or that he
pursued his enemies as far as the city of Dan, or that Philistines are spoken of as living in
Canaan during his time, but consider this reference to the descendants of Esau (Edom)
mm Gen. 36:31: “These are the kings who reigned in the land of Edom before any king
reigned over the Israelites.” At first it may not seem as though there is much of anything
important in this verse, However, from its style (in Hebrew) and other clues Bible schol-
ars have decided that it is part of the ] material, the oldest document of the Torah, and
because of what it says we can date ] as being written after there was at least one king in
Israel. To understand this, consider what is implied by the following statement: “The Iro-
quois had a bicameral legislative council long before there was either a Senate or House
of Representatives in the United States.” Such a staternent could not be written until after
there actually was a nation called the United States and until that nation had developed
a bicameral legislative body called the Congress, that is, not until after the ratification of
the Constitution and at least one legislative session of Congress. So, if we were trying to
date such a statement or a document of which it was a part, and all we had were later
copies of the docuwment, we could still say that its earliest possible date would be around
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1790, even in the face of vehement assertions that it dated from well before the Ameri-
can Revolution. Using the same reasoning, we must conclude that the | material had to
have been written after there was at least one king ruling in Israel, giving its earliest pos-
sible date as being about 1000 BCE. As we have seen from the other anachronisms [ have
cited, this statement is not an isolated example. Further, since the ] material, once it is iso-
lated from the rest of the Torah, makes a coberent narrative, it is unlikely that this
anachronism was merely inserted by a later editor.

This same type of scholarship tells us that the early Christian work The Apocalypse of
Peter was probably written in the second century, hence was not written by the apostle
Peter, as it purports to be. Since this work is not considered canonical, fundamentalists
do not object to its dating. Yet, since the second epistle of Peter is canonical, fundamen-
talists reject the scholarship that says that it, like the Apocalypse, is probably from the sec-
ond century and not written by the apostle Peter. Biblical criticism is not always
destructive, however. In his introduction to the first epistle of Peter, Bruce Metzger, New
Testament Editor of the Oxford Annotated Bible, supports the Petrine authorship of the
epistle and points out that it was likely to have been written in Rome at the time of Nero's
persecutions in CE 64.

Before leaving the Documentary Hypothesis 1 should mention that Richard
Elliott Friedman, the author of Who Wrote the Bible? has since written a book, The
Hidden Book in the Bible, in which he argues that the ] Document and the Court His-
tory of David were originally two parts of a longer document. The Court History
records the reign of David to his death, the accession of Solomon and the consoli-
dation of his power. That is virtually afl of 2 Samuel and the first two chapters of 1
Kings. Connecting these two documents are most of Joshua, Judges 8:30-21:25, and
those parts of | Samuel centering on Samuel as opposed to Saul as well as those parts
detailing David’s rise to power. The material in Judges includes the stories of
Gideon’s son Abimelech, Jephthah, Samson, the migration of the Danites and the
destruction of Laish, the outrage at Gibeah, and the nearly total destruction of the
tribe of Benjamin. Friedman cites as evidence for the unity of these narratives the
continuity and repetition of themes and style between them as opposed to the other
material with which they have been mixed, including even phrases repeated alimost
verbatim. For example, as I shall point out in a later chapter, the outrage at Gibeah
in Judges is, up to a point, a virtual replay of the attempted rape of the angels at
Sodom, In both cases the men of the town surround the house of the host (Lot in
Genesis, the Levite’s host in Judges) and demand that the stranger(s) be brought out
so the men of the town may sexually assault them. In both cases the host begs the
men not to act so wickedly. Lot offers his virgin daughters in place of the angels, the
Levite’s host offers his virgin daughter and the Levite’s concubine, This is just one of
the many reflections of style and theme between various tales in Friedman’s recon-
structed document, which, using the ancient Near Eastern convention, he has named
after its opening phrase, In the Day.

If ], the bridging material from Joshua, Judges and 1 Samuel, and the Court History
were all originally one work as Friedman argues, perhaps the actual history of the



14 CHAPTER 1

blending of documents was that this work was broken up all at once to blend the J parts
with the E traditions, while at the same time the northern expatriates blending J and E
were also mixing the materials now embedded in Judges with the stories of Ehud, Deb-
orzh and Barak, and Gideon, all of which would probably have been northern material,
Thus the JE redaction would have incduded Joshua and Judges, but would as well have
involved the break-up of the original unity of In the Day. We would assume then that the
Deuteronomist History was organized by taking materials from the JE redaction, and
adding them to the Deuteronomist’s version of the chronicles of succeeding kings of
Israel and Judah. However the material was formulated and eventually blended, though,
the many doublets and opposing traditions throughout not only the Torah, but the
Deuteronomist History as well, can only be explained by the later unification of differ-
ent, often opposing, traditions.

Ancient Documents: Transmission vs. Preservation

As we have just seen, clues within the Bible itself formed the basis of the Documentary
Hypothesis. But the Bible alone is not cur only source of information. So before we leave
the subject of how and when the books of the Bible were compiled, let us consider the
practice of using ancient documents from other cultures to corroborate the biblical
record. Arguing for the validity of the Bible, Gleason Archer says (1982, p. 17):

Tt is simply crass bias for critics to hold that whenever a pagan record disagrees with
the biblical account, it must be the Hebrew author that was in error. Pagan kings prac-
ticed self-laudatory propaganda, just as their modern counterparts do; and it is incred-
ibly naive to suppose that simply because a statement was written in Assyrian
cuneiform or Egyptian hieroglyphics it was more trustworthy and factual than the
Word of God composed in Hebrew. No other ancient document in the B.C. period
affords so many clear proofs of accuracy and integrity as does the Old Testament; so it
is a violation of the rules of evidence to assume that the Bible statement is wrong every
time it disagrees with a secular inscription or manuscript of some sort.

While I might disagree with Archer’s assertion concerning the “clear proofs of accuracy
and integrity” in the Hebrew scriptures, his point about the self-aggrandizing aspects
of ancient kingly inscriptions is well taken. For example, according to Assyrian records,
they won a resounding victory over an alliance of Istael, Damascus, and other Syrian
principalities and the Phoenician cities at the Battle of Qargar in 853 BCE. Yet the west-
ward expansion of the Assyrian Empire ground to a halt after Qarqar, and the Assyri-
ans do not seem to have been able to impose tribute on Israel until the reign of Jehu,
beginning in 842. Thus, whatever the outcome of the Batde of Qargar was, it seems to
have bought an eleven-year period of grace for Israel. This makes it likely that the
alliance either defeated the Assyrians or at least fought them to a draw. Despite the
apparent discrepancy between the Assyrian record and historical fact, however, the
record is quite useful in that it mentions Ahab as king of Israel. Ahab’s father Omri is
mentioned in the Moabite Stone, a stele set up by Mesha, king of Moab, to commem-



FINDING THE TRUTH: TOOLS OF THE TRADE 15

orate his winning independence from Israel. Here the stele corroborates the Bible, and
the Bible corroborates the stele in that 2 Kings mentions Mesha as king of Moab. There
are discrepancies between the two records, however, in that Mesha’s stele says that he
was victorious over Israel in all his battles, while 2 Kings says that Israel and Judah dev-
astated Moab in a punitive expedition. As to which narrative is correct it is impossible
to say. The reason for this is that Israelite records could have been as propagandistic as
those of Moab.

The real reason ancient inscriptions are given any more credibility than the Bible is
that the biblical record was transmitted to us via scribal copies. Unfortunately, neither
parchment nor papyrus holds up as well as either stone or clay. Thus, the earliest copies
we have of the Hebrew scriptures are the Dead Sea Scrolls from the religious community
at Qumran, most of which were made during the lifetime of Jesus, though some date
from the second century BCE. The Elephantine papyri, records kept by the community
of a Jewish garrison in southern Egypt, date from ca. 400 BCE and mention persons also
mentioned in Ezra and Nehemiah. One thing the Dead Sea Scrolls tell us is that once a
biblical narrative was considered canonical—that is, once it was thought to be divinely
inspired—it was transmitted from one copyist to the next virtually free of error. The
books of the Masoretic Text (abbreviated MT, Hebrew scriptures refined in the Middle
Ages) though its earliest surviving copies date from about 1100 CE, are nearly identicat
to those found at Qumran, However, there are important exceptions. For example, the
Septuagint (Hebrew scriptures translated into Greek during the Hellenistic period,
abbreviated LXX) and the MT differ on certain important points concerning the story
of David and Goliath, as we will see in more detail in a later chapter. One of the minor
differences between the two is that the MT gives Goliath’s height as six cubits and a span
(9'9"), while the LXX says that the giant was only four cubits and a span in height (6'9").
Fragments of 1 Samuel found at Quimran list Goliath’s height as that given in the LXX,
rather than the MT. For anything dating from before the Fxile, the only written records
we have from Judah and Israel are inscribed medallions, bits of broken pottery on which
notes had been written, a few inscriptions scrawled on walls and, of course, that silver
scroll bearing the Aaronic benediction—the only preserved biblical text dating from
before 200 BCE.

Compared with this paucity of evidence from Palestine we have libraries from sev-
eral Mesopotamian cities, among them Nuzi, Mari, Nineveh, Babylon, Ur, and Erech,
stretching over a time period of literally thousands of years. In some cases these were
copies, but in some cases we have not only the copies—often altered to fit political agen-
das—but the originals as well. The Mesopotamians made these records by inscribing let-
ters into tablets of soft clay with a stylus, then baking the tablets in a kiln. The baked clay
tablets are supplemented by monumental inscriptions such as the black obelisk of Shal-
maneser [I1. Thus the Mesopotamian narratives are likely to have been made at or close
to the actual time of the events they record. The same is true of the Amarna tablets from
Egypt in the time of Akhenaten. Egyptian records also indude not only inscribed mon-
uments but texts painted on the walls of tombs and preserved because of the dryness of
the desert areas in which the tombs were located, along with the fact that the interior
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walls were protected from the elements. The dryness of these desert repositories also
presetved writings on papyrus dating as far back as 1500 BCE. Under conditions preva-
lent in most of Palestine, such preservation is, unfortunately; rare. Cylinder seals, the use
of which continued into the Persian period, constitute yet another largely imperishable
record.

When it comes to Greek, Roman, and Hebrew records, which, other than monu-
mental inscriptions and coins, were written on either papyrus or sheep skins (vellam),
we must rely on copies. With respect particularly to Roman recerds, coins and monu-
mental inscriptions are plentiful encugh to give us corroborating evidence of the
Roman emperors and their conquests. Unfortunately, we have far fewer coins and
inscriptions from Israel and from the early Christian church. Thus, though biblical
scholars generally date the Gospel of Mark from a little after 70 CE, the earliest copy
we have of it dates from the third century CE and it was, like all such copies, subject to
such vagaries as deliberate alteration to fit political and religious views of the copyists,
as well as innocent scribal errors. In the case of Mark there is a disputed longer ending
giving a fuller account of the evidence that Jesus had risen from the dead. Thus, in
order to test the veracity of these copies, we must rely on the type of scholarship which
tells us that Homer’s epics date from a period later than 900 BCE and which also helps
us date the different sections of the Book of Isaiah as being hundreds of years apart,
the book of Daniel as being written between 100 and 200 BCE rather than: during the
Exle, and the Song of Deborah as being actually written during the period of the
Judges. In short, the only time we can be absolutely sure of the historicity of biblical
narratives is when they or the persons mentioned in them can be corroborated by
records preserved from ancient times, and these are, more often than not, from Egypt
and Mesopotamia,

While we might have to make some guesses about the date and authorship of books
of the Bible, this by no means invalidates them, any more than the works of Plato and
Aristotle are invalidated by the fact that they too come down to us via transmission and
constant recopying rather than by preservation. However the vagaries of transmission
also impact how we must view myths of various cultures. While we can be reasonably
sure when a myth was written down, we cannot know how long before that time it
existed in oral form. In the case of ancient Greek myths many were not collected until
Roman times, However, we have depictions of scenes from the myths on vases dating
into pre-Classical times, often with the names of the characters written on the vases, Yet,
as 1s often the case when pagan miyths have been recorded by Christian chroniders, lay-
ers of later mythologizing must be removed to understand the true nature of the origi-
nal myth. This may well be true of Greek and Phoenician myths recorded in Roman
times. Though the original material may well be ancient, the mythographer might have
insinuated the bias of his own culture and conformed the material to fit the Classical syn-
thesis of Hellenistic and Roman culture, and again one must sift the material and judi-
ciously strip away cultural contaminants. Only then can one be sure as to whether there
are or are not parallels between these myths and the mythic systems of the Near East out
of which rose the biblical narratives.
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Yahweh, El. and the Canaanite Pantheon

Let us now apply the evidences found in the Bible, along with preserved documents and
archaeological finds, to get an overview of the religion of ancient Israel. As a result of the
conquest of Judah by the Chaldeans, culminating in the sack of Jerusalem in 586 BCE,
many Jews fled to Egypt. Eventually, during the Persian period, some of the Jews of the
Egyptian Diaspora were settled in a military colony at Elephantine, south of Thebes near
the furst cataract of the Nile. There they built a temple where they worshiped Yahweh—
along with the goddess Anath and two other deities called Eshem and Herem.2 That the
worship of Yahweh was not separated from that of other Canaanite deities in some cases
even after the Exile is significant but hardly surprising given evidence from the Bible
itself. Jeremiah condemns the Jewish refugees in Egypt for burning incense and pouring
libations out to the Queen of Heaven as well as baking cakes bearing her image (Jer.
44:15-28). The Queen of Heaven was the goddess variously known as Anath and Ashtart
(Astarte). She was not the only deity other than Yahweh to be worshiped in Israel before
the Exile. Consider the following passage from Ezekiel 8:14-16:

Then he brought me 1o the entrance of the north gate of the house of the Lorp; and
behold, there sat women weeping for Tammuz. Then he said to me, “Have you seen
this, O son of man? You will see still greater abominations than these”

And he brought me into the inner court of the house of the Lorp; and behold, at
the door of the temple of the LoRD, between the porch and the altar, were about
twenty-five men, with their faces toward the east, worshiping the sun toward the east.

Here the worship of Tammuz, the lover of Ishtar (Ashtart in Canaan), who was killed
and resurrected, and worship of the sun at the Temple of Yahweh in Jerusalem are con-
sidered abominations. It is interesting to note, however, that when their Egyptian neigh-
bors destroyed their temple, the Jews at Elephantine wrote the governor of Judah and the
high priest in Jerusalemn asking permission to rebuild their temple and to resumne their
sacrifices. A copy of their letter on papyrus dating from 407 BCE was preserved, along
with other documents, at Elephantine. These Jews apparently did not see anything wrong
in what they had been doing, indicating that up until the Exile the worship of Yahweh
was not obviously separate from that of other Canaanite gods. This is further borne out
by archaeological finds from Israel itself (North, Abingdon Bible Commentary, 1929, pp.
119, 120}

As far as Palestinian excavation illustrates the religious life of the Hebrews it is mostly
on the darker side. The standing pillars of Gezer enable us to picture the orgiastic rites
at the high places. The jars containing infants’ bones are gruesome testimony to the
revolting practice of child sacrifice.... The nude and coarse Astarte figures that are
found in all strata of the pre-exilic period give added emphasis to the fierce denunci-
ations of the prophets.... The name Egefiah {*bull-calf of Yah”) on a potsherd from
Samaria shows how far reaching was “the sin of Jeroboamn the son of Nebat, who made
Israel to sin” The religion of Elephantine is a survival of these crudities.



'La‘i’iﬂff

FIGURE 1: YAHWEH, EL, BAAL AND ZEUS

Top Left: Fl (seated), thirteenth century BCE stela from Ras Shamra, Syria (site of the ancient
city of Ugarit}. Louvre Museum, Paris.

Top Right: Baal of the lightning, 1900-175¢ BCE relief from Ras Shamra. Louvre Musearn,
Paris.

Bottom Left: coin from fourth century BCE Gaza depicting the god YAHU (Yahweh). British
Museum,

Bottom Right: Greek coin from Rhodes, the god Zeus in a pose similar to that of YAHT.
Courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.
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While there are some inaccuracies in this interpretation, in that the goddess being wor-
shiped was more likely Asherah than Astarte, and the jars containing infants’ bones could
as well have been burials reflecting a high infant mortality rate, it is telling that as early as
1929 archaeologists had clear indications that Yahweh was only one of the deities wor-
shiped in Israel before the Exile, The reference to the “bull-calf Yah” at Samaria is partic-
ularly interesting for a number of reasons. First let us consider the name. Since Sernitic
alphabets did not originally have vowels, the name Yahweh was written, if transliterated
into Roman characters, as YHWH. This is the Tetragrammaton, the unspeakable name
of God. In fact, the name as it usvally appears in Judah is YHW, or Yahu, and this is how
the community at Elephantine wrote it. In Israel it is found as YH, read either as Yo or
Yah. In other words, the golden cabves {or more properly young bulls) set up by Jeroboam
[—the act s0 excoriated by the Deuteronomist historian in 1 Kgs. 12:26-33—uwere rep-
resentations of an aspect of Yahweh. It was common to add “Yah” or “Yahu” to the end of
proper names in ancient Israel and Judah. The fairly common name Abdi, recently found
on a seal identifying its owner as the “servant of Hoshea,” the last king of Israel (see
Lemaire, 1995) would have been in full “Abdiye” or “Abadyahu,” which is rendered in
Protestant Bibles as Obadiah {“servant of Yahweh”), the name of both a courtier of King
Ahab and one of the minor prophets.

That Yah was not only represented as a bull-calf but that the god was not solely the
god of Israel s attested to by a number of ancient artifacts and records. Among these is
the inscription by Sargon IT of Assyria dating from 720 BCE that he had captured Ya-u-
bi'di, king of Hammath, an Aramean city north of Damascus. Ya-u-bi'di means “[God]
Yah is my help.” Thus Yah was being worshiped outside of Israel and Judah. Since we
know from both the Bible and history that one of King Ahab’s contemporaries was the
Aramean king of Damascus, Ben-Hadad? whose name means “son of Hadad” and that
Hadad was a storm god of the western Semitic pantheon, it is obvious that Yah was one
of many gods worshiped by the Arameans and part of the pantheon worshiped by the
Arameans and possibly Canaanites. In fact in 2 Kgs. 8:7-15 the Yahwist prophet Elisha is
consulted in Damascus by Hazael on behalf of Ben-Hadad 10 see if he will recover from
an illness. Elisha instead tells Hazael that Yahweh has shown him that Ben-Hadad will die
and that Hazael will be king in his place. Hazael acts to help fulfill the prophecy by
smothering Ben-Hadad with a damp blanket. The Amorite city of Mari on the Euphrates
also has inscriptions of such personal names as Yahu-Ili and Yahwi-Haddu, These names
probably do not have anything to do with the worship of Yahweh, however, since his
name means roughly “he who brings into existence.” Thus Yahwi-Haddu could mean
“the god Haddad causes (this child) to be.” But the same cannot be said of place names,
and an Egyptian list of place names in Edom south of ancient Israel, dating from the
reign of Amenhotep III (1417-1379 BCE), includes the name YHW, which would prob-
ably read out as Ya-h-wi In fact the worship of Yahweh seems to have ariginated in areas
south of Israel, whence it was brought by whichever tribes actually did take part in the
Exodus {and these were far fewer than the 12 tribes of the initial confederation).

Perhaps the most striking evidence of Yahweh being worshiped by others than
the Jews and being part of a pagan pantheon is an artifact which, like the temple at
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Elephantine, demonstrates a late survival of the way in which Yahweh was viewed before
the Exile. It is a coin from fourth century BCE Gaza which depicts Yahweh, with the
mscription YHW, as a bearded man holding a hawk and sitting on a winged wheel, much
the way Surnerian and Babylonian deities were portrayed (see fig, 1). These gods were
essentially exalted humans much like the Olympians of ancient Greece. Further, the
Sumerians had a rather technological view of how the gods could do miraculous things.
How did the gods fly? Unless they were specifically represented as having wings—and
most of them were not—they could not do this by themselves. Instead they had winged
chariots. The graphic short-hand for a winged chariot was a winged wheel on which the
god sat. The Canaanite gods were themselves often variants of Sumerian and Babylon-
ian deities. Ashtart {Astarte) is the western version of Ishtar, and Baal is the western ver-
sion: of Bel. Again, this coin is a late survival of the way the Jews had viewed their god
before the Exile. We must remember that Gaza was a Philistine city and that the
Philistines had, even during the period of the Judges, accepted the Canaanite pantheon.
Since they were not exposed to the pressures of the Exile, which forced the Jews to trans-
form their view of God, the Philistines depicted Yahweh as he was originally viewed by
the Canaanites, although the way in which the figure was dressed indicates a Greek influ-
ence. This is not surprising, since there was both kinship and political interaction
between the Philistines and the Ionian Greeks. Some scholars say that the Hebrew char-
acters on the coin have been blurred with age and that it actually transliterates as YHD
ot Yehud, the Persian province of Judah, rather than YHW. However, the posture of the
figure is that of a Greek god, and the winged wheel remains a graphic shorthand for a
flying chariot. Thus, even if the inscription reads “Yehud” rather than “Yaw” what is
clearly represented on the coin is a deity, and the most likely identity of that deity is Yah-
weh, the god of the Jews.

Another intriguing aspect of this coin, particularly in view of the possible Greek
influence, is that what appears to be a mask lies at the seated figure’s feet. The Greek god
Dionysus was also represented in association with masks, and it is interesting to note that
when Antiochus Epiphanes tried to Hellenize Judaism and incorporate Yahweh into the
Greek pantheon, he identified the Jewish god with Dienysus. The worship of Dionysus
was characterized by ecstatic trances accompanying music and dance. As Ishall point out
in more detail later, there are evidences of this type of behavior among the prophetic
guilds as seen in 1 Sam. 10:5, 6, 10; 19:20-24 and 2 Sarn. 6:14-20. In 1 Samuel 10 Saul
meets a wandering band of prophets dancing and playing harps, tambourines, and
flutes, and “the spirit of God came mightily upon him and he prophesied among them”
(1 Sam. 10:10). It 1 Samuel 19 the prophetic trance is even more pronounced: (1 Sam,
19:24) “And he [Saul] too stripped off his clothes and he too prophesied before Samuel
and lay naked all that day and all that night.” Finally, when the ark of the covenant is
brought into Jerusalem, King David danices, “before the Lorp with all his might,” (2 Sam.
6:14). Later Michal, David's first wife and the daughter of Saul, accuses David of dancing
naked. We are told that he wore a linen ephod, which is either a loincloth or an apron. In
1 Sam. 2:18 the child Samuel is said to minister at the shrine of God at Shiloh wearing
an ephod. Whether David and Samuel were wearing anything else but the ephod is not
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clear. However, taken in the context of Saul stripping off his clothes and lying naked
before Samuel as he prophesied, and Michal accusing David of “uncovering” himself, it
would seem likely that the ¢phod was all that either Samuel or David wore on the occa-
sions mentioned.

That Yahweh’s worship had its orglastic aspects is not its only tie to Canaanite pagan-
isrn. Yahweh is also referred to in the Bible as EL, or its plural Elohim, The name El can
merely mean a "god.” or can mean the specific deity. Along with being called Elohim,
God is also referred to in Genesis as El Shaddai (“God Almighty” or “El the almighty” or
“the god Shaddai”} and El Elyon {“God most high” or “El the most high” or “the god
Elyon”). It was this latter name that was used by Melchizedek, the Canaanite priest-king
of Salem who sacrificed to him on Abrahaim’s behalf, E! was a sky god, creator and the
gray-bearded patriarch of the Canaanite gods. However El was also sometimes referred
to as “Bull EI” in Canaanite texts. Thus we see another tie to Canaanite religion, since
“Bull-calf Yah” could be equated with “Bull El” and both could be considered variants of
Baal, who was also associated with bulls. Raal’s sister/lover was Anath, one of the deities
associated with Yahweh at Elephantine, She is represented in Ugaritic texts as slaughter-
ing the enemies of Baal and wading in their blood. She was also called Astarte or Ashtart
in her role as a fertility goddess who was associated with Baal. Given that Anath was wor-
shiped with Yahweh at Elephantine, and that Tammuz was the lover of Astarte, it is not
surprising that women were weeping for Tammuz at the Temple of Yahweh in Jerusalem.

The myth of Ishtar and Tammuz was transferred to Greek mythology as the myth of
Aphrodite and Adonis. The Greek name Adonis was actually a variant of another name
for Tammuz, Adon or Adonui, which simply means “My Lord.” In fact, when Abraham
and other biblical personages refer to God as “Lord” the word often used in Hebrew is
Adpnai# The Adonai version of Tammuz, meaning Lord, is not the only name of a
Canaanite god that has a general meaning that could be appropriated by any deity. Just
as El could mean simply “god,” the name Baal could also be variously interpreted as
“mastet;” “husband,” “lord,” or “prince.” In 2 Kgs. 1:2 the Israelite king Ahaziah sends a
messenger to inquire of Baal-zebub (or Beelzebub, literally “lord of the flies”), the god of
Ekron, whether or not he will recover from an accident. The name is most likely an
insulting distortion of the god’s actual name, which would have been Baal-zebul, either
“Lotd of the divine abode” or “Princely Lord.” Thus it is more accurate to refer to the
Baals or Baalim than to one god called Baal, and though the term is used in biblical texts
to refer to foreign gods, the generality of the term could as easily encompass the god of
the Jews. This is illustrated in the name of Saul’s youngest son, Ishbaal. This can be trans-
lated as “man of Baal,” but, considering that Saul was a worshiper of Yahweh, it probably
means “man of the Lord,” referring to that deity and not to Baal.

Another common appellation of a god was “king,”a word represented in the Semitic
alphabet by letters equivalent to M- L-K, M-L- Ch or M- L-C. It is part of many west-
ern Sernitic names such as Elimelech, Abimelech, and, of course, Molech (also spelled
Moloch), that dread god to whom the Phoenicians supposedly sacrificed their chil-
dren. In other variants of the name vowels were not always inserted between the L and
the Ch (C), as in Melchizedek and Milcom. The latter was the god of the Ammonites.
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If Friedman is right, and the P document dates from Hezekiah's reign (715-687 BCE)
rather than the Exile, we must assume that sacrifices of children to Molech were com-
mon enough at that time that the author of Leviticus had to specifically condemn the act
(Lev. 18:21, 20:1-5). The admonition in Deut. 18:10 that “There shall not be found
among you any one who burns his son or daughter as an offering” shows that the prac-
tice was still a problem in the time of Josiah (640-609 BCE). That child sacrifice was not
something clandestine and effectively outlawed in pre-exilic Judah is further attested to
in 2 Kgs. 16:3, where we are told that King Ahaz (735-715 BCE) burned his son as an
offering. Hezekiah's son and successor Manasseh (687-642 BCE) not only erected altars
to Baal, made an Asherah and worshiped the “host of heaven,” Le. the stars and planets
(2 Kgs. 21:3), probably as the result of Assyrian influences), but burned his son as an
offering as well (2 Kgs. 21:6). Another possibility, however, is that the sacrifices were not
for Molech as a foreign god. According to Diodorus Siculus, a Greek historian from Sicily
who lived in the first century BCE, hwman sacrifice in the eastern Mediterranean was
limited to Kronos, the Greek equivalent of EL Thus, the god Molech, meaning “king,”
could be an epithet for El, and neither Ahaz nor Manasseh would have seen anything
wrong with the practice of sacrificing their sons to him. The condemnation of the prac-
tice by both the prophetic party and the Aaronic priesthood can be seen as a civilizing
movement in the nation’s religion, a doctrine stating that human sacrifice did not honor
God. Indeed, Lev. 18:21 says:

You shall not give any of your children to devote them by fire to Molech, and so pro-
fane the name of your God: ] am the LorD [or “I am Yahweh™].

It's not altogether clear how worshiping Molech, a separate god, would profane the
name of either Yahweh or EL If, however, Molech (King) is just another name for God,
then committing an outrage in his name would indeed profane it. The same sense of out-
rage at a previously acceptable rite is embedded in the Greek myth of Tantalus, who
boiled his owm son and tried to serve the meat to the gods. They drew away from it in
horror and sentenced him to eternal torment. Yet there is graphic evidence of human
sacrifice from Minoan Crete ca. 1700 BCE {see Wilson, 1985, pp. 126-127). The Minoans
seem to have been part of the same culture as that of the city of Ugarit, both sharing a
Canaanite pantheon out of which were derived both the Greek pantheon and the wor-
ship of the God known as El, with whom the southern deity Yahweh became identified.

Another prohibition, found in Deut. 16:21, forbids planting a tree as an Asherah, a
representation of a goddess of the same name who was the consort of El in the Canaan-
ite pantheon, next to the altar of God. In fact, it is probable that Asherah was considered
to be the consort of Yahweh (just as she originally was of El) up until the time of the Exile.
Since most people think of Leviticus and Deuteronomy in the traditional terms of being
from the time of Moses, the inference from these prohibitions that the worship of Yah-
weh was not effectively separated from that of other gods in the Canaanite pantheon
until the Exile has not been as obvious as it should have been. However, when we con-
sider Jeremial's raging at the Jews for worshiping the Queen of Heaven and Ezekiel's
complaint of men worshiping the sun and women weeping for Tammuz at the Jerusalem
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temple, it becomnes a far less surprising concept. And, as was indicated above, the arche-
ological evidence in the form of crude figarines of Asherah further attests to the failure
of the priests and prophets to separate the worship of Yahweh from that of the other gods
of the Canaanite pantheon until after the Exile (587-538 BCE). In succeeding chapters [
will explore these connections more fully, Just as the Torah was not delivered as a finished
product by Moses somewhere between 1400 and 1200 BCE, but was built up in stages
and not finally codified until about 400 BCE, so the monotheistic worship of Yahweh was
not separated and purified of its pagan associations until about that same time. As we
examine the books of the Bible in greater detail, we shall see that much of what is inex-
plicable in what is supposed to be the word of God is more easily understood if we
remember that the Jewish religion was only extracted by degrees through rough struggle
from a pagan system of fertility gods replete with sexual rites and child sacrifice.

History and Comparative Mythology

Many believers would be offended at the idea that not only did Yahweh share his worship
with other gods before the Exile, but that such biblical personages as Eve, Esau, and Sam-
son were once deities in their own right, that angels could act like the Greek gods father-
ing children with mortal women, or that in the original creation myth humans might
have been formed by a creatrix rather than a creator. Yet the study of history, compara-
tive mythology, and phonetics lends considerable support for such conclusions. For
example, the Greek historian Philo Byblius, who was active during the reign of Nero (CE
54-68), reported that the Phoenicians of his day worshiped a god called Usuos, the Greek
version of Esau. Gad (“good fortune™) and Dan (%judge”), two of the patriarchs of the
12 tribes, were also originally gods in the Canaanite pantheon and were worshiped in
ancient Ugarit,

Another important historical source giving us a window into early Judaism is The
Antiguities of the Jews by Flavius Josephus. Josephus (Joseph) was a Pharisee and a reluc-
tant leader in the Jewish revolt against Rome {67-70 CE). He was captured by the
Roimans and, seeing the Jewish cause as hopeless, switched sides and acted as an inter-
preter for the Roman general (and later emperor) Titus. Joseph eventually became a
Rornan citizen and took the family name, Flavius, of the Roman emperors Vespasian and
‘Titus, who were his benefactors. In the Antiquities, Josephus recapitulates much of the
Hebrew scriptures in his history of the Jewish people. That he often includes material not
in either the MT or the LXX indicates that even after the time of Jesus what was canon-
ical was not that firmly fixed in the minds of the Jews. For example he relates a tale that
Moses, while still a prince of Fgypt, led a successful campaign against Ethiopia, in the
process of which he married an Ethiopian princess. Josephus gives as much credit to this
story as he does to that of the infant Moses in the bulrushes and other biblical tales of
Moses. Josephus is also valuable in that he gives interpretations of various Bible stories
that some believers try to rationalize away, such as that in Genesis 6 of the sons of God
having sexual intercourse with the daughters of men. Fundamentalists often try to say
that the sons of God in Gen. 6 were mortal men from the godly line of Adam’s third son
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Seth, rather than angels, while the daughters of men were women descended from the
evil line of Cain. This avoids the problem of explaining how angels, supposedly spiritual
beings, could have genitals and beget children. Yet Josephus, expressing the views of a
Jew of antiquity, says plainly that angels fathered a race of giants on mortal women. Thus,
as late as shortly after the time of Jesus, the Jews viewed angelic beings as having the same
sort of carnality as did the Greek gods.

From the study of mythology we see how heroes are often amalgams of historical
characters and earlier gods, as in the case of King Arthur, and how their names often
reveal hidden aspects of their origin. That Europa was carried off by Zeus in the form of
abullis not surprising when we consider that goddesses of the Near East were often asso-
ciated with the moon and often depicted as cows, the cow’s horns often (but not always)
being seen in the crescent moon. Since Furopa means “broad face” (meaning the full
moon), it is likely that this mortal heroine was originally an aspect of the triple goddess
who appeared as three women of different ages representing the phases of the moon: the
virgin (waxing moon), the mature woman in her prime (full moon) and the crone (wan-
ing moon). Such a triad appears in the story of the judgment of Paris. It is no accident
that the goddesses between whom he must judge are Athena (virgin), Aphrodite
(woman in her prime) and Hera (crone). Philo Byblius reported that the Phoenicians
identified Europa (a Phoenician princess in the Greek myth) with Astarte, who would
correspond to Aphrodite. So, when Zeus as the bull, often a symbol of the sun, carries
Europa off, we have the mating of the sun-bull and the moon-cow, a grand fertility myth
as well as a representation of the union of opposites. Similarly, “bull-EI” had as his con-
sort Asherah, who was associated with the sea, trees and fertility.

Comparative mythology also sheds light on the interrelationship between Bible sto-
ries and the myths of the peoples surrounding Israel by way of commonly repeated and
varied motifs, often called typological tales. One of these motifs is that of the hero who,
as an infant, is either left to die of exposure, lost, or spirited away to be hidden from pow-
erful enemies, and is either reared in obscurity, rescued by humble folk, or nursed by ani-
mals. Such heroes include Paris and Qedipus (exposed and rescued by shepherds),
Romulus and Remus (raised by wolves), and Theseus and Arthur who were raised in
obscurity and required to retrieve a sword to prove their kingship. Theseus had to roll
away a massive boulder covering the sword. Arthur did the reverse, removing the sword
from the stone rather than the stone from the sword. Likewise, the Norse hero Sigurd
(Siegfried in German) was raised in the forest by a dwarf-smith and had to pull a sword
out of a massive ash tree. Another variant of this motif is the story of the infant Perseus
and his mother, Danae, who were shut up in a chest and cast into the sea, only to be
washed ashore and rescued by a fisherman. Sargon I of Akkad (2371-2316 BCE) had a
similar legendary origin. His mother, a priestess who became impregnated by an anony-
meous pilgrim—possibly she was a temple prostitute—knew that all children born to her
were destined to be sacrificed. Therefore, she gave birth in secret, placed the infant in a
tar-daubed basket woven of rushes, and put the basket in the Euphrates river were it
floated into an irrigation canal and was discovered by Akki, the royal gardener. The story
of the infant Moses hidden in just such a basket among the bulrushes so that he would
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likewise escape being killed is too close to Sargon’s story to be coincidence, Since Sargon's
tale dates anywhere from 800 to 1100 years before Moses is likely to have lived, assuming
Moses to be a historical character, the story in Exodus was the copy. Therefore the story
of Moses’ birth was a typological fiction rather than true history. As I shall point out in
succeeding chapters, many of the stories of the Creation, the fall, and the patriarchs
involve both typologies and common origins with other mythic systems.

The Subdeties of Phonetics and Translation

We know that gods often took over the functions of goddesses in the ancient Near East
through phonetic analysis of their names. Inscriptions from the Syrian coastal city of
Ugarit indicate their original sun deity was a goddess named Shapesh. Yet later, in biblical
Canaan, the sun god Shamash was thought of as male. A phonetician would recognize
Shapesh and Shamash as two versions of the same deity. What follows is a brief sum-
mary of how words change phonetically over time and between cultures.

The substitution of related consenants, in this case an m for a p, is typical of the way
names change over time. Both 11 and p are part of a family of consonants called bilabials.
The first member of this group in our Roman alphabet is b. We make the & sound by
putting our lips together, then forcing them apart with our breath. The p sound is made
the same way, the difference being that we add our voices to b, but only our breath to p.
The m sound is made by putting our lips together, the way we do with b and p, and let-
ting our voices vibrate against the closed lips and resonate through the nasal cavity. Thus,
b, p, and m are all related. Another consonant family is called the labiodentals, sounds
made by putting our front teeth against our lower lip and forcing air out. If it is voiced,
this consonant sound is v, and if voiceless it’s £ Labiodentals and bilabials are often sub-
stituted for each other. There is a progression here from s to v that culminates in w, a
sound we make by holding our lips close together but not shut. Another important pro-
gression of consonants often substituted for each other is derived from pressing the tip of
the tongue against either the back of the upper front teeth or that part of the palate just
behind the incisors. This gives us 4, 1, and th (th can be voiced as in “the” or voiceless as in
“thing™). A third progression involves sounds made by holding the lips a little apart and
slightly puckered, the teeth close together and the tongue usually just behind thern, This
group includes j, ¢k, sk, s, 2, and, with a slight variation, y. There are also three lesser group-
ings: gand k are made by arching the back of the tongue against the soft palate (at the back
of the roof of the mouth), with gbeing voiced and kbeing voiceless. Another groupis ] r,
and . All are made by placing the tip of the tongue against the roof of the mouth. If the
tongue is toward the back of the mouth we get r As we move the tongue more toward the
front we get first ] and then 7. Like m, the n sound also depends on the air resonating
through the nasal cavity. Finally there is a sound we get just by letting our breath out, It is
the hand is called the aspirant.

Consonants form the skeletons of words, vowels the flesh. Since the vowels are more
easily interchangeable without disrupting the structure of a word, in the following exam-
ples 1 will represent them by spaces between the consonants. A word skeleton common
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to all of the Indo-European languages is: M _ (T,Th,D)) _ R The letters in parenthesis are
frequenty substituted for each other. Thus, in Greek the word is meter. In Latin it is
mater, In Old Norse it is modir, and in English it is “mother” Likewise, (EBV) _ (T,Th,D)
_ Riis paterin Latin, vater in German and “father” in English.

Applying this knowledge of the substitution of consonants to the male and female
names of the sun deity, Sharmash and Shapesh;, we would represent the structure of the
name as Sh_(M,P)_Sh. This is particularly fitting in that the Semitic alphabets originally
lacked vowels, as I said earlier. Thus, Shamash would be represented as Sh-M-Sh, A vari-
ant form of Shamash was Samas, and the sun goddess was also called Sams. The god was
known in Akkad as Samsu. It is then a minor change to go from Samsu to Samson. We
must also remember, however, that “Samson” is an Anglicized version the original
Hebrew form of his name, which would more accurately he transtiterated as Shimshon,
meaning “sunlight” The Moabite god Chemosh may be another variant of Sharmash
and is as well related to the Hebrew word chamah, meaning “to be hot.” Thus the conso-
nant skeleton of the Semitic sun god can be expanded to (S, Sh, Ch)_(M,P)_(S, Sh, H}.
Here again we have changes in a word by substitution so that sounds quite unlike each
other can be related.$ Another possible origin of the Moabite god’s name is kamish,
which means “clay.” A god named Kamish was worshiped in Ebla between 2600 and 2250
BCE, and his name is found in texts from ancient Ugarit as well. It is possible that
Chemosh was like the Babylonian underworld deity Nergal. Oddly enough, this may not
necessarily contradict the view of Chemosh as a sun god. Solar deities were often either
paired with underworld gods, with whom they split the rule of the year, or were them-
selves seen as journeying through the underworld at night, going west to east, just as they
journeyed through the sky going east to west during the day.

One problem, highlighted by the somewhat related “Kh™ and “H” sounds seen in
chamah, Chemosh, and Shamash, is that of transliteration. We are, for obvious reasons,
substituting letters from the Roman alphabet for those from the Hebrew alphabet. Prob-
lems can arise in that the correspondences between Hebrew and Roman characters are
not abways exact. For example, consider the name Rahab. In Joshua, she is the harlot who
hides the Israclite spies in Jericho. In Isaiah, Rahab is a sea serpent similar to Leviathan
or the Babylonian Tiamat. In the Hebrew alphabet the woman’s name is spelled resh-
heth-beth, while the name of the sea-serpent is spelled resh-hey-beth. Both names are
transliterated as R-H-B in the Roman alphabet; but hey is more closely related 1o “H,
while heth denotes a sound midway between “H” and “Kh.” Thus there is no confusion
between the two names in Hebrew, and they have widely varying meanings. Rahab the
sea-serpent means “raging” or “boisterous,” while Rahab the harlot means “to be wide,”
“at liberty,” or “proud.”

Not only is transliteration important and potentially tricky, so too is simple transla-
tion. Many languages have far fewer words than English. Thus these words have multi-
ple meanings. For example, when I was a freshman in high school, I took first year Latin
and encountered the verb ago, agare, a word which means do, drive, discuss, or act. While
this might sound confusing, it actually is not that hard to understand which meaning to
plug in when ago is used in a sentence. If, for example, the verb takes a direct object, and



FINDING THE TRUTH: TOOLS OF THE TRADE 27

that object is either a chariot or a wagon, then the verb obviously means “drive,” and if
Publius and Marcus “ago” something together, the meaning is probably “discuss.” In
other words the meaning of this Latin verb is entirely determined by context. The same
is true of many words in Hebrew. For example, Gen. 1:1 says, “In the beginning God cre-
ated the heavens and the earth.” Eve proclaims upon giving birth to Cain (Gen 4:1b}, “1
have gotfen a man with the help of the Lorp.” Many readers might be surprised to find
that the Hebrew verb in both verses is ganah, a word which means both “to create,” and
“to acquire.” As it turns out, Eve might actually have been saying, “I have created a man
with Yahweh's help.” In fact the possible word substitutions in the verse from Gen. 4:1 are
such that Eve may well be saying, “I as well as Yahweh have created a man.” So what may
have been an assertion of a tival creation myth could have been obliterated in the inter-
pretation of ganah as “gotten” when Bve said it, and “created” when referring to Yahweh.
Thus, a whole mythic focus quite different from the prevalent interpretation of the Bible
can be unintentionally buried by the bias of translators.

Looking Beneath the Surface

As we examine the stories of the Bible in this book I will frequently assert that the sur-
face narrative hides within it a myth or ritual that actually has little to do with the story
as it was eventually told, This is particularly true in the story of the Fall of Man, but it is
also the case in other tales such as the Samson Cycle. To understand the reason for look-
ing under the surface and not accepting what the narrative seems to say, let us examine
a Greek myth where the original meaning was eventually buried in the final storytelling.
One reason for using an example from Greek mythology is that we can view it more
objectively than most of us can view Bible stories, since today Greek myths are not con-
sidered sacred texts. The myth I have in mind relates to the death of Odysseus and the
events that follow it.

Having spent ten years in the Trojan war, followed by ten years wandering, Odysseus
returns home and slaughters the suitors who have been plaguing Penelope. Their rela-
tives seek vengeance and attack, but the goddess Athena parts the warring parties and
imposes a truce on them, The Odyssey ends here, but according to other myths Odysseus
and the heirs of the suitors finally submitted their respective grievances to judgment.
Odysseus was banished another ten years, during which time the heirs had to repay the
royal house for the depredations done by the suitors. Telemachus, son of Odysseus and
Penelope, reigned as king during this period. When Odysseus returns at the end of this
last ten years, he finds Penelope ruling Ithaca alone. Telemachus has been banished
because an oracle proclaimed that Odysseus’ own son would kill him. Another oracle had
told Odysseus that death would come to him from the sea. Both oracles are borne out
when Telegonas, a son of Odysseus by the sorceress Circe, comes looking for him and
makes a provisioning raid on Ithaca, thinking it to be another island. When Odysseus
leads his troops out 1o repel the raiders, Telegonas kills him with a spear, the point of
which is made from a sting-ray’s stinger. After spending a requisite time in exile to expi-
ate his accidental patricide, Telegonas returns, marries Penelope and becomes king of



28 CHAPTER 1

Ithaca. Telemachus meanwhile marries Circe, the mother of Telegonas, and becomes
king of her island of Aeaea.

What must we accept to take this tale at face value? First we must accept that Pene-
lope, who, if she was 15 when she bore Telemachus, is now over 45, could end up mar-
ried to Telegonas, who was engendered in the third year of Odysseus’ wanderings and is
thus only a little over 17! Clearly the three 10 year periods (the Trojan War, the wander-
ings of Odysseus and his final exile) are formulaic. That is, they were not meant to be
taken as actual time periods, but are given equal duration as a way of equating them in
importance. Next we have to accept that Penelope would agree to marry her husband’s
killer, and that Telemachus would agree to marry the man’s mother. Since Telemachus
has now been shown to not be the son who would kill his father, then the logic of the
story would demand that he return from exile and reign as the legitimate heir of
Odysseus. In other words, even accepting the story as fictional, it simply does not make
sense,

Sir James Frazer saw in the two sons marrying each other’s mothers an expression of
acustom found in many polygamous societies whereby a man's sons take over his wives
and concubines after his death, with the exception of their own mothers. This protected
these women by securing their place in the clan after the death of their spouse. In this
interpretation, Telemachus and Telegonas are doing their filial duty by marrying each
other’s mothers. In societies where this was the custom it may not have been necessary
for the marriage to be consummated, but only for it to be a statement of the legal oblig-
ation of the heir to maintain the status of his father’s wives. Robert Graves objected to
this interpretation on the grounds that the Achaean Greeks do not seem to have had such
a system in place and were not even polygamous. Graves’s interpretation, which 1 agree
with in this instance, is that Odysseus represents a sacred king who was either put to
death at the end of the set period of his reign by his successor or only ruled as long as he
was able to maintain his position by an annual duel with any who wished to unseat him.
His killer then “married” the queen. Actually this would be more of a sacred marriage, in
which the new king ritually lay with the queen/priestess, who personified the land. Thus
the land was ritually, sympathetically “fertilized” with the seed of a vigorous new king. As
successor to the old king, the new king was either hailed as the old king reborn or as his
son. Viewed in this light it is logical that Telegonas becarme king by killing Odysseus, being
hailed as his son and marrying Penelope. The marriage of Telemachus to Circe would be
a parallel story and would also add a formulaic symmetry to the myth. Retelling the tale
the later Greeks, among whom sacred kingship had lapsed, likely made the “sons” of
Odysseus his biological sons. Of course, this interpretation also affects how we see the
story of Oedipus. This does not mean that the tragedies of Sophocles have to be dis-
carded. They still retain their power even if the meaning of the myth shifted from its orig-
inal in the retelling. We might, however, look with a bit of a jaundiced eye at the Oedipus
complex of Sigmund Freud.

In our investigation of the Bible I will endeavor not to look at those stories with a
jaundiced eye, but one that is open to see what meanings might lie beneath their surface
narratives. In order to determine whether a given story is to be taken at face value or if it
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hides under the surface strata another story, I will consider its relationship to the pre-
served historical documents of its day, the various anachronisms and typologies which
might mark the tale as fiction or myth, rather than history, the linguistic interrelation-
ships of the names of heroes or patriarchs with gods and myths of surrounding peoples,
and the possible alternative meanings of various key words, which could reveal hidden
tales and other secrets.

1. For a detailed analysis of how the Torah was built up as seen by modern scholars, I recommend Whe Wote
the Bible? by Richard Elliott Friedman, as well as past issues of Bible Review and Biblical Archaeology Review,
both of which present ongoing debates by biblical scholars and theologians on such issues, I will elaborate
somewhat on the various docaments as I examine each book of the Bible, but for the time being Iwill ireat
this subject only briefly.

2. Actually, the deities were referred to as Anathbethel, Eshembethel, and Herembethel, but the suffix bethel
means“house of God.” Hence, the names could well refer to temples of the deities in question. They are also
the Aramean versions of the names of these Northwest Semitic deities. Anath is also referred to as Anatyahu,
a combination of the name Anath and Yahweh. Some scholars argue that this indicates worship of a her-
maphroditic deity.

3. Historical inscriptions actually refer to a king named Hadadezer,“Hadad [is my] help”

4, The misrepresentation of the name Yahweh as “lehovah” came from the fact that by the time the MT was
being compiled, the Tetragrammaton (meaning “four letters” —YHWH), the personal narne of God, came
to be viewed as so holy as 10 be unspeakable, lest in framing the name of God with oné’s lips an impure
human would commit sacrilege. Since the seriptures were to be read aloud, however, YHWH was written
with the vowel points from Adonai under the letters of the Tetragrarmmaton to indicate that the word “Lord”
was to be substituted for YHWH whenever the text was spoken. I the English transtations of the Bible whet
the word LORD (all in capitals} appears in the text, the word in Hebrew is YHWT, Christian translators of
the MT misread the meaning of this and inserted the vowels of Adonai between the letters of the Tetra-
grammaton as YaHoWaiH or Jehovah.

5. Ironically, given their antipathy toward the use of extrabiblical material to interpret the Bible, this funda-
mentalist rationalization was derived from a Jewish midrash or homiletic commentary written centuries
after the Torah was compiled. Other midrashic material has not been so well received by Christian funda-
mentalists. It would appear that their reliance on certain extrabiblical Jewish commentaries is based etttirely
on the degree to which the commentaries support inerrantist dogma rather than a genuine acceptance of
rabbinical teachings. To be fair to the fundamentalists, however, it should also be pointed out that the
“Sethite” interpretation was eventually accepted by Christian authorities in the fourth century, since they too
were uncomfortable with the idea that angels could be so carnal 43 to have sexual refations with hutnan
females, Yet, not even the early churchs acceptance of this interpretation makes it any more “biblical”™
Despite the Protestant dogtna of sola seriptura (“only scripture,” meaning only seripture can be used as a
source of Christian doctrine) the Sethite interpretation remains an interpolation on a text that clearly says
the“sons of God” (Heb. bene.elohim) sired children on mortal women.

6, The “ch”in both Chemosh and chamah is a hard, guttural sound, somewhere between k and 4" In the word
chamah, we see the Sh of Shamash going in two different directions; the first $h is converted to a hard Kir
sound, and the last sht is converted to an b, which can even be dropped entirely as a sound.
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IN THE BEGINNING

F ROM EARLIEST TIMES HUMAN BEINGS HAVE USED CREATION MYTHS TO MAKE THE COSMOS
at least to some degree explicable. Today, most religions accept the scientific model
of the cosmos, including the naturalistic and evolutionary explanation of origins, only
keeping the proviso that the creation was directed by a deity who was and is the author
of natural law. For the purposes of this book there are two questions to be answered by
reviewing the biblical accounts of the creation, the antediluvian world and the flood:
What are the documentary origins of the stories and what is their relationship to other
creation myths¢ Let us first consider the documentary origins of the Bible's two creation

myths.

“Two Tales of Origins: P vs. ]

With respect to the creation itself the first of these questions is relatively easy to answer.
Except for the first creation story {Gen. 1:1-2:3), which is the Priestly account, and some
redactional material {Gen. 2:4a; 5:1-28, 30-32), everything in Genesis before Noalt's flood
is from the ] document. Of the redactional material Gen. 5:1-28 and 30-32 were proba-
bly part of an independent Priestly document scholars call the “Book of Generations”
that the Redactor cut up and distributed throughout Genesis (see Friedman 1987, ch.
13). The differences between the P and ] accounts of the creation of the world are quite
obvious. In Genesis | the world starts out covered with water. In Genesis 2 it is a desert.
In Genesis 1 God merely speaks, and the world takes shape in response to his words. In
Genesis 2 God actively interacts with his creation, molding Adam out of the soil (the
Hebrew word translated as “formed” in Gen. 2.7 is yarsar, which means literally to press
or mold, as a potter molds clay) and breathing life into his nostrils; fashioning the beasts
one after another and showing them to Adam; and making Eve out of Adam’s rib. The
god of T's creation and fall myths is anthropomorphic even to the point that he walks in
the Garden of Eden in the “cool of the day” (Gen 3:8). That Genesis 1 and Genesis 2 are
clearly different and incompatible creation stories is obvious from the different order of
creation in the two as shown below:

GENESIS 1 (P) GENESIS 2 (T}

1. plants 1. Adam {out of dust)
2, anirnals 2. plants

3. human beings 3. animals

{male and fernale together) 4, Eve (out of Adam’s rib)
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How do fundamentalists explain these differences of sequence? In essence they do
not, Their main argument is that, since the creation story in Genesis 2 omits the creation
of the sun, moon and stars, and goes right to the creation of Adam, it was never intended
to be a separate story, Rather, it is an elaboration of the part of the creation story in Gen-
esis 1 that pretrains to human beings. In other words, the creation in Genesis 1 ends by
saying that God created human beings, and Genesis 2 tells just how he created them. The
explanation simply does not wash. By the time human beings are created in Genesis 1 all
the plants and animals have already been created. Yet, according to Gen. 2:4-7, there are
no plants on earth when Adam is created:

These are the generations of the heavens and the earth when they were created. In the
day that the LORD God made the earth and the heavens, when no plant of the field was
yetin the earth and no herb of the field had yet sprung up—for the Lorp God had not
caused it to rain upon the earth, and there was no man to till the ground; but a mist
went up from the earth, and watered the whole face of the ground—then the Lorb
God formed man of dust from the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of
Tife; and man became a living being,

It is interesting to note in passing that verse 4 totally negates the fundamen-
talist thesis that the creation story does not include any mention of overall cre-
ation. True, it only alludes to the creation of the heavens and the earth, but it is
possible that what ended up in the Bible was only a fragment of an original West
Semitic creation story. To proceed with the argument, however, not only are
plants made after Adam, so also are animals. In Gen. 2:18-20 God decides that it’s
not good for Adam to be alone and sets out to make a helper for him. “So out of
the ground the Lorp God formed every beast of the field and every bird of the air,
and brought them to the man to see what he would call them;” (Gen 2:19). The
fundamentalist explanation of this passage is that God had already made the ani-
mals and merely brought them to Adam to be named at this time. Some funda-
mentalists even go so far as to say that the proper translation of the verse is, “And
God had formed out of the ground every beast...” indicating by use of the past
perfect tense that the animals had been created earlier, thus negating any conflict
between Genesis 1 and Genesis 2. Yet the translation of the MT from Hebrew to
English by the Jewish Publication Society (JPS) does not use the past perfect
tense. The Jews translate the verse as, “And out of the ground the Lord God
formed every beast...” indicating that it was done after the creation of Adam. One
possible reason for the ambiguities of translation is that Hebrew does not have
tenses in the same way English does. Verbs are either imperfect, meaning incom-
pleted action (as in the present imperfect “is doing”), which can mean future, pre-
sent or past tenses; or they are perfect, indicating completed action (as in the
present perfect “does” as opposed to “is doing”} which can mean present or past
tense, but sometimes also future tense. In many cases the tense assigned to the
verb has to be inferred by context.

Another difficulty for fundamentalists is why it took so long for a supposedly
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omniscient God to get the “helpmeet thing” figured out. Why did he make all these ani-
mals and parade them before Adam before finally getting around to making Eve? One
fundamentalist explanation is that in the time it took Adam to name every living animal,
which, given the number of known species, would have taken years, he had time to
mature enough to be ready for marriage. Thus God was just parading the animals before
him to show him how much he really needed Eve. Presumably, she did not need the
same amount of time, Perhaps God programmed maternal instincts into the rib as he
fashioned her.

That the Jews themselves had problems with the two creation stories is evidenced
by a number of midrashic tales used to explain the contradictions between them and
1o explain what it was about the animals that Adam found unsatisfactory. A midrash
is a homiletic commentary on a given story or verse of scripture. Midrashic tales are
often used to rationalize biblical discrepancies. To explain how it was that Genesis 1
could say that God created male and female out of the dust while Genesis 2 said that
Eve was made from Adam’s rib, the Jewish commentators said that the woman cre-
ated out of the dust of the earth with Adam was Litith. Considering herself Adam’s
equal, she refused to take the inferior position in sexual intercourse and left Adam to
consort with demons. As part of God’s curse on her for her disobedience hundreds of
her children are destroyed every day. Therefore, she preys on human children as a
night-demon. According to this midrash God made Eve out of part of Adam to insure
her obedience to him. As we will see in a later chapter Lilith, originally called Lifitu by
the Sumerians, was a death goddess who was incorporated into Jewish myth as a
demon long before the midrash turned het into the prototype of the bad girl. Another
midrash says that Adam attempted to copulate with each of the animals as he named
them, which was how he found that none of them were acceptable. This must have
been particularly true of the elephant.

Comparing Creation Myths
Just as there are varying accounts of creation in the Bible, so also do the Mesopotamian
accounts to which they relate differ. There are three Mesopotamian stories dealing with
the creation, the flood and the “fallen,” or more properly, limited, state of hurmankind.
These are Adapn, Atrahasis and Enuma elish. In addition to these, motifs scattered
through the epic of Gilgamesh impinge on the creation, the flood and the mortality of
humans.

Of particular importance in reviewing these myths is their evidence of conscious
reworking of religious material to suit political goals. While we do not have the origi-
nal autographs of either the books of the Bible or the documents from which they were
drawn, we do have the originals of the Sumerian and Babylonian works inscribed on
baked clay tablets, and these stretch over a period of literally thousands of years. With
the rise of the city of Babylon, first to preeminence and then to overlordship of the
Mesopotarnian city states, the material from Atrahasis and the Sumertan creation sto-
ries was alteted in the Enuma elish to make Marduk, the patron deity of Babylon and
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originally a minor deity, into the king of the gods. In Assyrian editions of the epic Ashur,
patron deity of that nation, displaced Marduk as the hero and the new chief god. What
is important about this is that it demonstrates that among the ancient peoples religious
material was not considered so sacrosanct that it could not be changed to fit a political
agenda. Indeed, since politics and religion were united, political agendas reguired reli-
gious change, and religious change was inherently political. Hence the rival |, E, and P
documents.

Atrahasis, hero of the story upon which Enuma efish was based and which dates
from between 1900 and 1600 BCE, is the flood hero of the Akkadian version of the
deluge. He was preceded by Ziusudra, hero of the Sumerian flood story in a tablet
dating from 2300 BCE, and he was later succeeded by Utnapishtim in the final ver-
sion of the epic of Gilgamesh from about 700 BCE. The story of Atrahasis begins
before the creation of human beings, when the lower gods, the Igigi, tired of laboring
to keep the high gods, the Anunaki, in luxury, revolt and refuse to do any further
work. Since this upsets the divine order, two of the Anunaki, Ea (called Enki by the
Sumerians) and the goddess Nin-tu (Ninhursag), kill Wa'ila, leader of the Igigi, mix
his blood with clay and mold from the mix seven pairs of “savage” human beings
called lullu. These take the place of the Igigi as laborers, allowing all of the gods to rest.
However, the din of the new servants disturbs the rest of the gods. Disturbing the rest
is a metaphor for rebellion and challenge in the Mesopotamian myths, rest or free-
dom from labor being the prerogative of gods and kings. After a number of attempts
to limit the power of the lulli by plagues, the gods finally decide to destroy humanity
in a flood. However, Ea, wisest of the gods, warns the king of Eridu, Atrahasis
(“exceedingly wise™), of the coming flood and tells him to build an ark for his house-
hold and to fill it with foodstuffs and necessary animals, When Atrahasis survives the
flood, the other gods are angry with Ea until they smell the sweet savor of the hero’s
burnt offering. They realize that they need humans as servants, reconcile themselves
to the fact that humans, having the blood of Wa'ila as part of their make up, will
always have a rebellious streak, and decide not to try to destroy human beings again.
However, they also act to mute the spark of the divine imparted to humans by a god’s
blood. The new humans, the nisu, are less powerful than the ki and do not disturb
the repose of the gods. The world is now settled, stable and orderly.

Enuma elish, which may date from as late as 1100 BCE or as early as 1600 BCE, begins
even before the time of the gods, who are generated when Apsu, the sweet water abyss,
representing the male principle, mixes with Ti'amat, the female salt water abyss. Apsu
probably represents the ocean-river, thought to circle the world in ancient times; while
Ti'amat represents the sea. Ti'amat gives birth to a series of divine pairs. One of them,
Kishar and Anshar, give birth to Anu, who in turn sires Ea. Eventually all of the original
Anunaki are born and begin to take charge of the cosmos, Their activities disturb the rest
of Ti'amat, who sends out her husband, Apsu, to deal with thern, Ea kills Apsu and makes
a palace out of his body. Within that palace he sires Marduk, Ti"amat brings forth a series
of monsters and elevates her son Kingu to be her new spouse. When she comes against
the gods, neither Ea nor Anu can face her. Marduk offers to destroy her if the gods will
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make him their king. They agree, and Marduk sallies forth to do battle armed with a bow
and lighting bolts. When Ti'amat opens her mouth to devour him, Marduk uses the
winds to distend her belly and shoots arrows through her gaping mouth into her heart,
As she dies, her army flees in terror, only to be caught in a net by the victorious god. He
cuts Ti'amat’s body in two, using one half to form the heavens as a barrier to the waters
(of chaos) above and the other half to make the earth to keep back the waters below. Hav-
ing established divine order and shut out chaos, Marduk kills Kingu and mixes his blood
with day. Under his direction the goddess Arura molds the hafliz to be servants of the
gods. Having finished his great work, Marduk hangs his bow in the sky. He and the other
gods rest and rejoice.

Marduk’s victory over Ti'amat is probably the oldest version of what has come to
be known as the Combat Myth (see fig. 2). In the West Semitic version of the myth
from Ugaritic texts ca. 1400 BCE Baal supersedes El as ruler of the gods first by defeat-
ing Yam (Sea) and then the seven-headed dragon Lotan, although his feat is not part
of a creation myth. In Greek mythology, which inherited not only West Semitic but
Hurrian and Hittite material as well, Zeus defeats Typhon among other forces of
chaos. In another Greek variant Apollo, representing the forces of light and reason,
kills the Python. Ultimately, this typological story devolved upon mortal heroes
killing more localized versions of the chaos monster, as when Perseus rescued
Andromeda from the sea dragon. The rescue of a princess, originally a goddess, is yet
another step in the elevation of the young male god, who often appropriates the
attributes of the sun god. The goddess/princess, representing the earth, would have
been originally allied with the dragon. Now she is its helpless victim. In one of the
northern European versions of this story, found in the Volsunga saga and various
poems in the Elder Edda, Sigurd (the Norse version of the German Siegfried) kitls the
dragon Fafnir, then wakes the Valkyrie Brynhild {(Brunhilda) from a death-like sleep.
This can be seen as the sun awakening the earth from the deadly grip of winter. Ulti-
mately this motif, at first suppressed by the church, resurfaced in the fairy tales of
Sleeping Beauty and Snow White. The story of Perseus and Andromeda was eventu-
ally dressed in Christian trappings to become the tale of St. George rescuing Princess
Cleodolinda from the dragon.! In the vase painting of Herakles and the sea monster
he has grabbed the creature’s tongue, preparing to leap down its throat. This parallels
Marduk’s distending Ti'amat’s belly and shooting arrows down her throat. In some
versions of the myth the god or hero leaping down the monster’s throat or being swal-
lowed by it relates to a death and resurrection motif. An Etruscan vase painting shows
the goddess Athena forcing the dragon guarding the Golden Fleece to vomit up a
nearly comatose Jason it has obviously swallowed. The motif of the hero being swal-
lowed by the serpent or sea monster then being vomited out again resurfaces in the
story of Jonah and the whale (or great fish). Jesus likened his own coming three-day
sojourn in the “heart of the earth” to Jonah’s story. So in some cases the hero’s battle
with the chaos dragon also involves a descent into the realm of the dead to battle and
triumph over death as well as evil.

That the Priestly creation account in Genesis 1 is clearly based on Enuma elish can be
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seen by comparing the order and nature of the creative acts in the two myths:

ENUMA ELISH GENESIS 1

Divinity and cosmos God creates matter and
coexist at beginning. is independent of it.
Primeval chaos { Ti'amat) Darkness covers deep {tehom).
Earth a desolate waste,

wrapped in darkness.

Light emanates from gods. God creates light.

Marduk defeats Ti'amat.

Marduk creates firrnament, God creates firmament.
Marduk creates land. God creates land.

Marduk and Aruru create God creates human beings.
human beings from clay.

Gods rest and celebrate. God rests on seventh day.

Further similarities between the Mesopotamian material and Genesis 1 become
more apparent, and seeming differences between the two accounts fade when we con-
sider the lack of a combat myth in Genesis 1 and the seeming disparity between the gods
of Enuma elish rising out of the primeval chaos, whereas Gen. 1:1 says: “In the beginning
God created the heavens and the earth” This implies that God created matter ex nihilo
{out of nothing), and this would indeed be unique. Virtually every other creation myth
begins with matter already in existence and has the gods rise out of the original chaos.
Thus, they seem less potent than the biblical God in that they did not create matter but
only organized what was already there. Clues that the biblical god did not in fact create
ex nihilo begin to surface with the description of the original state of the world in Gen.
1:Z:

The earth was without form and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep; and
the Spirit of God was moving over the face of the waters.

In Hebrew the words that are translated as “without form” and “void” are rohu and
bohu, which, literally translated, are “chaos” and “emptiness.” The deep, tehom, is related
to tohu, and its intensive form (also its plural), tehomot, is cognate with Tiamat, the
Mesopotamian chaos dragon. Bohu is likewise related to a primeval chaos beast, as can
be seen from its related forms, behorm and behomot or Behemoth. In Job 40:15-24 Behe-
moth is described as a powerful land beast with some characteristics of a hippopotamus,
and Job 41 describes the sea dragon Leviathan, or in Hebrew Levyatan. If we consider
that the v can be as easily be represented by a wand that the wand the y are both semi-
vowels, then the consonant skeleton would be L_T_N, the same as Lotan, the Canaanite
sea dragon killed by Baal. As such, Leviathan is synonymous with tehomot, the deep. The
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Leviathan/tehomot and Behemoth in Job constitute beasts personifying tohu and bohu,
the chaos and emptiness of the original state of creation.

Some might object at this point that Leviathan is alive in Job and is represented as
one of God’s creations. Thus, he would not be the same as either Lotan or Ti’amat. If this
were the only representation of Lewiathan, they would have a point. But, while the com-
bat myth proper seems to have been expunged from Genesis, allusions to God’s battle
with the dragon of the sea, variously called Leviathan or Rahab (“raging” or “boisterous™
remain salted through the Bible. Consider the following:

Psalm 74:13-14
Thou didst divide the sea by thy might;
thou didst break the heads of the dragons of the waters.
Thou didst crush the heads of Leviathan,
thou didst give him as food for the creatures of the wilderness.

Psalm 89:10a
Thou didst crush Rahab like a carcass,. ..

Isaiah 51:9b
Was it not thou that didst cut Rahab in pieces, that didst pierce the dragon?

Clearly these verses allude to a previous battle in which God vanquished a variant of
Ti’amat. In more oblique language several other Bible verses speak of God's riumph over
the sea and his setting a boundary on the raging sea (Ps. 65:7; 77:17, 19; 93:3, 4; 107:29;
Hab. 3:8-10, 15). But if God destroyed Leviathan in the past how is it that the beast is spo-
ken of in Job 41 as still being alive? The answer to that question lies both in Erma elish
and Isaiah. Despite Marduk’s epic triwmph over Ti'amat, a prayer toward the end of
Entana elish says (VI1. 132-134, as quoted in Batto 1992, p. 85):

May he vanquish Ti'amat, constrict and shorten her life. Until the last days of
humankind, when even days have grown old, may she depart, not be detained, and
ever stay away.

Thus, despite Marduk’s original victory over the dragon, the battle against the
encroaching chaos is seen as perpetual. Isaiah 27:1 represents God’s destruction of
Leviathan, elsewhere an event in the past, as an apocalyptic prophecy:

In that day the Lorp with his hard and great and strong sword will punish Leviathan
the Aeeing serpent, Leviathan the twisting serpent, and he will slay the dragon that is
in the sea.

Despite the future setting of this battle, its description of the serpent closely matches
that of the Ugaritic text describing Baal’s triumph over Lotan (as quoted in Batto 1992,
p- 148):

When you smote Lotan the fleeting dragon, destroyed the crooked serpent, Shilyat
with the seven heads...2
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So, even given that the final triumph over chaos is seen in apocalyptic terms in both
the Bible and Ernuma elish, it is clear that Yahweh, like Baal and Marduk in texts that ante-
date the biblical creation myth, once did battle with a chaos dragon variously called
Rahab, Leviathan (Levyatan or Lotan) or the Deep ( zehomot or Ti'amat). There is no rea-
son for this battle if the chaos and emptiness ( foh and bohu) of Gen, 1:2 are his own cre-
ations. The battle only makes sense if it is against something God did not originally make,
but that existed before him. That this primeval chaos (the waters above and below) is
shut out by the firmament and land created from the two halves of the vanquished ser-
pent, but constantly threatens to break through into the ordered realm, also explains evil
as something separate from what God created and relieves us of the conundrum of rec-
onciling that evil with a deity whose every creation is defined as good.

Before we leave the creation and consider the Fall we should briefly consider the Gen-
esis 2 creation account and the idea that people were created from the soil. This, of
course, is very similar to the creation of the Julln in both Atrahasisand Fruma elish. There
is also an Egyptian creation myth in which Ptah creates humans on a potter’s wheel. In
the Mesopotamian creation myths the blood of a divine being is mixed with the dlay to
animate it, In Genesis 2 God breathes into the man’s nostrils; t.e. he puts his spirit into
the clay to animate it. This is similar to Hesiod’s Theogony (ca. 800 BCE), which was
probably being written down at about the same time as the | document. In this myth
Prometheus molds people out of clay under the supervision of Athena, who then
breathes life into them. Both the breath and blood were seen by the ancients as carriers
of the life force. Hence either the deity’s breath or blood was required to animate the inert
day.

Making humans out of clay is logical for a primitive society that would view the cre-
ator as a “maker.” Thus, the craft that most epitomized making something sophisticated
from the humblest source, that of the potter, would be the one used by the maker type
of creator. Earlier the creation was not so much made as “begotten” by a creatrix. The shift
to “maker” creation stories followed the development of technology, the making being
eventually taken over by a metal-working deity, even when the creation was seen as
molded from clay. The Greek creation myth of human beings being made first from
gold, then silver, bronze and finally iron, each age of humanity worse than the one pre-
ceding it, comes from this later period. That divine smiths were creators meant that mor-
tal smiths were often regarded as sorcerers, a motif that surfaces in the story of the mark
of Cain.

Concerning Yahweh's creation of man from the soil, the name Adam, used by us to
specify the proper name of a male human being, should be considered more as it was in
Hebrew, where ha-ndam merely means “the human.” The Hebrew word for man as male
is ish, while ishal means woman. Ha-adam is closely related to ha-adama “the soil” Thus,
we should probably think of ha-adam as “the earthling” Adam is also related to Edom,
meaning “red” There may not be any real conflict between these two definitions. It is
quite possible that Adam meant a being created from red clay. Since ha-adam merely
meant human and was not originally a discrete person of male gender, since the word
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could be taken as standing for the human race, male and female as the first people were
molded in Mesopotamian and Greek myth; what then do we make of Eve? That, along
with the true meaning of the Fall is what we will consider in the next section.

The Mother of All Living

As we read the story in Genesis 3 of the Fall of Man we find a curious anomaly, a verse
that seems to have nothing to do with the rest of the narrative. After eliciting confessions
from the man and woman, God launches into a catalog of curses laid out in verse form
against the serpent, the woman and the man. Then comes the anomaly. God makes
clothes for the errant couple out of animal skins and declairs that man’s knowledge of
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good and evil makes him too much like “one of us.” Lest he then eat of the tree of life and
become immortal, God drives the man (and presumably the woman, the Hebrew words
used in this verse are ha-adam) out of the Garden of Edent and sets cherubim and a flam-
ing, revolving sword to bar the way to the tree of life. Everything in this story fits nicely
into the theme of humankind’s fall from grace—everything, that is, except the anomaly.
Let us examine it. God has just finished pronouncing the curses on the guilty parties
when, apropos of nothing, Gen, 3:20 says: “The man called his wife’s name Eve because
she was the mother of all living, * Considering that in the biblical account Adam and Eve
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do not begin procreating until after the expulsion from Eden, it’s a bit hard to see why
Adam would have chosen this moment to come up with such a name for his wife. Adam
was supposed to have named everything back in Gen. 2:19-20. Logically, he should have
named his wife Eve the minute she was made from his rib and presented to him. In Gen,
2:23 he in fact does name her woman or ishah in Hebrew since she was taken out of man,
ish, While these two words are related, there is nothing in ishah that indicates “taken out
of” or “derived from” ish. This is instead one of the many evidences of punning expla-
nations found in J.

When we find such a verse as Gen. 3:20 that is totally out of place in ancient mytholo-
gies, it generally indicates one of two things. Either it is an interpolation, added after the
document was written for the purpose of furthering an agenda, or it is a survival of
something from an earlier time, something that the writer(s} would just as soon have
edited out entirely, but did not dare to either for fear of provoking an antagonistic pop-
ular reaction or because to leave it out altogether would have been sacrilege. Since the his-
tory of religion in general has been one of male deities supplanting female deitdes, and
since the Jewish religion was particularly patristic, to the degree of not even mentioning
mothers in lists of generational ancestors, it seems highly unlikely that giving Eve the
grand title “mother of all living” would have been 2 later insertion, Thus, it seems most
Likely that Gen. 3:20 is a survival from an earlier time quoted out of place either in error
or as a means of deliberately diluting its importance.

To understand the significance of Eve we must first consider that her name is the
anglicized form of the Hebrew original Havvah (or Hawwah), which is related to the
words hay “life” and frayyah “living”” It might mean “life giving.” It was originally written
mn Semitic alphabets as the equivalent of HWH. (or ChWH, since the first letter is heth
rather than hey). By substitution of related consonants the name Hawwah, with a skele-
ton (Kh,H) _{V,W.BP) _H, can be shown to be related to Hebe, the Greek goddess of
youth. The dropping of the final %, which would be silent if retained in the goddess’s
name (Hebeh), parallels our own version of Hawwah, Eve (or Heveh, if the letter “h” is
retained). Like the semivowels yand w, his easily dropped in variations of a name. Hebe’s
role as cupbearer for the gods and as the goddess of youth meant that she was the
guardian of the foods that conferred immortality. Hebe is a Greek word meaning
“youth;” a concept not that far from “life.” The relationship of her name to that of Hav-
vah might well have been accomplished through the agency of an important Hurrian
goddess variously named Hiba, Hebat, Hebatu, Hepatu and Khepat. The Hurrians,
whose kingdom of Mitanni was located in the northern part of the Tigris-Euphrates val-
ley and who spoke a language not as yet known to be related to any modern linguistic
group, are variously referred to in the Bible as Horites, Hivites and even occasionally Hit-
tites. They flourished before the Hittites, to whom they bequeathed much of their
mythology. Hittite mythology in its turn was a major source of many of the Greek myths,
Experts on the Hurrian language have tentatively equated Hebe with Hebat, and Hebat
with Havvah,?

Hebat was a sun goddess and the wife and consort of the Hurrian (later Hittite)
storm god Teshub. This is particularly significant since, like both Yahweh and Zeus,
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Teshub was a storm or sky god associated with bulls. Further, there is in Teshub a link
between Greek and Babylonian mythology. In the Sumerian and Babylonian pantheons
Anu was the original ancient patriarch of the gods, and his wife was Ashratum, a vari-
ant of Asherah, consort of the West Semitic patriarch god El, He is later supplanted in
the Enuma elish by Marduk when he proves unable to overthrow Ti’amat, just as in
Canaanite myth El is eclipsed by Baal when the gods are threatened by Yam (the sea). In
Hurrian myth the first king of the gods is Anu, just as in Babylonian myth. He is cas-
trated and overthrown by Kumarbi, who is in his turn overthrown by Teshub. This was
mirrored in Greek myth by Ouranos (Uranus} being castrated and overthrown by Kro-
nus (Saturn), who is in turn overthrown by Zeus (Jupiter}. In Babylonian, Canaanite,
Hurrian and Greek mythology we see a pattern of the original king of the gods being
either overthrown or merely eclipsed by a younger, more vigorous storm god. Since
Yahweh’s triumph over the dragon of the sea, which, as we saw, is alluded to in Isaiah
and a number of the Psalms, clearly mirrors the Canaanite and Babylonian combat
myths, it is equally clear that Yahweh was originally Israel’s national variant of Marduk,
Baal and Teshub. Hebat is represented as standing on a lion. Thus her iconography fits
that of both the Babylonian Ishtar and the West Semitic Ashtart-Anath, who was often
shown naked, standing on a lion. Both Hebat and Ishtar are clothed, but the identity of
Ishtar with Ashtart is firm. So the iconography of all three goddesses is essentially the
same (see fig. 3).

When Yahweh succeeded Fl (and even became identified with him) as chief deity he
also seems to have appropriated his consort, Asherah, the goddess whose image the
Deuteronomist reformers tried so unsuccessfully to rermnove from the pre-Exile Jerusalem
Temple. He also rivaled Baal and, once Baal worship was expunged from Israel, Yahweh

" seems 1o have also acquired Ashtart-Anath, the “queen of heaven,” who eventually seems
to have been merged with Asherah. That Hebat’s iconography and position so match
those of Ashtart, and that her naime is related to that of Havvah, indicates that Hawvah,
“the mother of all living,” was originally a title of the mother goddess/consort identified
with either Ashtart or Asherah,

Another due to Eve’s divine origins lies in the curious story of her being made from
a rib. In a Sumerian myth the god Enkd violates a taboo by eating forbidden herbs cre-
ated by Ninhursag, who then curses him with death. Later she relents and revives Enki
by creating deities to heal each part of his body. The goddess Nin-ti is created to heal the
tib. Nin-ti means literally “lady of the rib.” The name is related to Nin-tu, “lady of life,”
simply one of Ninhursag’s titles. In some variants of the story Nin-ti is actually created
from Enki’s rib. This story, which was already over a thousand years old by the time the
J document was written is clearly a precursor of not only the creation of Eve, but as well
the Fall of Man and his loss of immortality resulting from eating forbidden fruit.

The story of a god who has a pain in a certain part of his body, out of which a god-
dess is formed calls to mind the birth of Athena. Zeus, having swallowed Athena’s
mother, Metis, has a splitting headache, one so severe that he finally asks Hephaestos, the
god of the forge—hence a creator deity—to split his skull open. When the smith com-
plies, out jumps Athena, fully grown and fully armed, with a war cry (see Fig. 4). As we
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have seen, Athena (like Yahweh)
breathed life into the beings
molded of clay by Prometheus
under Athena’s direction, This
somewhat echoes the creation sto-
ries in both Arrahasis and Enuma
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deity (either Enki or Marduk). In Atrahasis when Nin-tu has made the first humans she
says, “ have created, my hands have made it Eve says, upon bearing Cain (Gen 4: 1b),
“I have gotten a man with the help of Yahweh.” The word translated as “gotten” is ganah,
which, as previously noted, can also be translated as “created” That Eve says she has cre-
ated Cain with Yahwel’s help hearkens back to the Mesopotamian stories where the
mother goddess makes the Iuflu with the help of a god (Enki, Ea or Marduk). In an arti-

cle in the Universal Jewish Encyclopedia (vol. 4, p. 198) Simon Cohen says of this passage:

The utterance of Eve at the birth of Cain is somewhat obscure; the text may be corrupt,
and a possible rendering is 1, as well as God have created a man.”

One reason for the obscurity noted by Cohen is, of course, the double meaning of
ganah. Obviously, once Yahweh was established as the one and only God it was only pos-
sible to interpret the word as “gotten” when it was used by Eve, Yet, as we will see in suc-
ceeding chapters, Yahweh originally had a consort, and in the original rendering of the
myth Havvah as the “mother of all living” and a goddess, was probably taking credit as
co-creator of the human race. Another way Eve might be taking credit for creating Cain
is that ganah means ‘gotten” as in begotten. And, given the ambiguities of the verse, it can
be translated as, “T have gotten a man by Yahweh.” That is, Eve might be claiming Yahweh
as Cain’s father and that she is the wife of Yahweh, rather than of ha-adam (see Coote
1972, p. 131).

Cain’s name, incidentally, is another example of I's punning, It is supposed to be
derived from ganah, since Eve supposedly named her son Cain following her exultant
exclamation of having “gotten” a man. In reality, his name in Hebrew is Qayin, the
word for metal worker. Since a great number of the names of human patriarchs listed
in Genesis originally were those of Canaanite deities, it is not beyond possibility that
Cain was originally a Semitic variant of the Greek Hephaestos and, like him, son of the
chief god and his consort. This would be particularly true if we consider the alternate
views of Eve’s exclamation, “I, as well as God, have created a man,” and “I have gotten
with the help of (or &y) Yahweh” The latter being a statement of paternity, a view that



FIGURE 6;: THE (GODDESS AND THE SERPENT

Top Left: Ashtart, gold pendant from Ras Shamara {Ugarit), Syria,
fifteenth century BCE.

Top Right: Sumerian snake-headed goddess suckling
a child, Uk, fourth millennium BCE,
Baghdad Museum.

Bottom Left: Minoan
figurine, goddess holding
snakes, Cnossos, Crete,
¢a. 1600 BCE.

Bottom Right: Aztec mother
goddess Coatlique with a
head fermed from two rat-
tlesnake heads and a

skirt made of writhing
snakes. Museum of
Anthropology,

Mexico City.




FIGURE 6: THE GODDESS AND THE SERPENT CONTINUED:
Left: Gallo-Roman (?) relief from the Pyrenees, woman (goddess?) giving birth to and suckling
serpent. Courtesy of the Museum des Augustins, Toulouse, France,
Right: dancing Yogini with Kundalini serpent rising from her vulva, wood carving from the Ajit
Mookerjee Collection, From Philip Rawson, Tantra: The Indian Cult of Ecstasy, Thames and
Hudson Ltd., London, 1973,

fits Eve’s divine status.

Inboth Atrahasisand Enuma elish the gods find the lullu too obstreperous to deal with
and act to limit their powers. This is somewhat echoed in Adapa. There, Adapa, king of
Eridu, seems to stand in the place of Adam. For example, he is given great wisdom so that
he can give a name to every concept, just as Adam was given the honor of naming all
things living. As I noted in the introduction, words were in ancient times thought to have
magic power and the right to name something gave the one doing the naming power over
what was named. (Having Adam name Eve is a further demotion for one who was once
a goddess.) One day Adapa’s power got out of hand, however, when he used a spell to
break the wings of the south wind. Summoned before the gods, he is told by his father, the
god Ea, not to eat or drink anything the gods give him, that what they offer him will be
poison. Anu is so impressed by Adapa’s contrition and piety that he offers him the bread
and water of life that will make him immortal. When Adapa refuses them, Anu elicits from
him that Ea had so counseled him. Anu laughs and sends Adapa back to earth doomed to
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die. It is implied in the story that Ea did not wish Adapa to become immortal either out
of jealousy or fear. This fits the Genesis reason for hurman mortality. It is usually assumed
by believers that it is part of the punishment for Adam and Eve’s disobedience. However,
Gen. 3:22-24 makes it quite clear why humans are mortal:

Then the LORD God said, “Behold, the man has become like one of us, knowing good

and evil; and now, lest he put forth his hand and take also of the tree of life, and eat and

live for ever”—therefore the LorD God sent him forth from the garden of Eden to till

the ground out of which he was taken. He drove out the man and at the east of Eden

he placed the cherubim and a flarning sword which turned every way to guard the way

1o the tree of life.

In the Greek story of how humans were cursed with all sorts of ills the reason is again
the desire of the gods to limit them. And, just as woman is the agent of man’s fall in Eden,
s0 also do the Greek gods use a woman to ensnare humans. Her name is Pandora, and it
is she who lets out all the ills that plague humanity by opening a jar or box she was com-
manded not to, again just as Eve ate the forbidden fruit. Hesiod says in his Theogory that
when Hephaestos fashioned her ail the gods gave her some gift such as beauty, charm,
etc. Thus she was called Pandora or “gift of all” (pan =all, dora = gift). Yet Pandora could
as easily mean “all giving” and could have been an aspect of a fertility goddess before
being demeaned in this misogynistic myth,

Death or limitation is usuaily not considered a gift. Yet it might well be conceived of
as an inescapable side effect of initiation into adult life. Certainly the awareness of ane’s
self and one’s limitations, even a painful awareness of mortality, often come at adoles-
cence after a more unselfconscious childhood. That woman was considered the initiator
into adult life can be seen in the initiation of Enkidu into civilized society by a woman in
the epic of Gilgamesh. In that story Enkidu is fashioned of day by the goddess Aruru
(rnaker of the Jullu in Enutna elish) to defeat Gilgamesh, king of Uruk, whom the gods
see as overweening, It is clear that Enkidu is a Julli, one of the original, unlimited human
beings. Set down in the wildemess outside of Uruk, he lives in harmony with the animals,
grazing on grass and drinking from the water hole with them. When the sight of him ter-
rifies local herdsmen and their report is brought to Gilgamesh, he decides to send out a
temple prostitute named Shamhat to seduce the wild man into civilized ways. Once he
has lain with her—an act that would have sacred significance since temple prostitutes
were priestesses through whom worshippers experienced sexual union with the deity—
Enkidu finds that the animals regard him with fear. His sexual initiation, making him
fully human through intimate association with divinity, has estranged him from the nat-
ural world since he is no longer just another unselfconscicus animal. Psychologically, he
sees himself as a separate entity and has lost the childlike identification with the world
that he had previously known. The universality of this sentiment can be seen in a myth
of the Tlingit people of Alaska and British Columbia in which Raven, the trickster, steals
light from the gods (see fig. 5}—much as his Greek counterpart, Prometheus, does with
fire, In the Tlingit myth the world has existed up to this time in a sort of twilight gloorn,
Everyone is happy to have the full light of day, but it has one drawback. Formerly humans
were able to change shape and, taking on an anirmal form, to communicate directly with
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the animals. They were also able in the twilight world to communicate directly with the
gods. Now they are unable to have either form of direct communion unless it is done
through a special ritual. In other words self-consciousness severs humans from their
original preconscious identification with the cosmos in both the Tlingit myth and the
epic of Gilgamesh. In both of these stories we can see the idea expressed by the Genesis
tale of the Fall in terms having nothing to do with guilt. The gift of daylight in the Tlin-
git tale changes the world, as his sexval awakening changes Enkidu. Something is lost, but
something is gained as well.

Having humanized Enkidu, Shamhat gives him clothing, just as Yahweh makes
clothing for Adam and Eve in Gen 3:21. But this is seen in Mesopotamian myth as a mark
of being fully civilized rather than a Joss of innocence, This is made clear in two Sumet-
ian texts referring to Shakan, god of flocks (as quoted in Batto 1992, p. 55):

Shakan. . _had not (yet} come out on dry land,
Humankind of those distant days
Knew not about dressing in cloth
Ate grass with their mouth like sheep,
Drank water from the water-hole {like animals).
Humankind of those distant days
Sinice Shakan had not {yet) come out on dry land,
Did not know how to dress in cloth:
Humarnkind walked about naked

Having dressed Enkidu, Shambat leads him to the city;, telling him, “You are wise,
Enkidu, and now you have become like a god.” This, of course, is echoed by the serpent
telling Eve (Gen. 2:5b},“.. .your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing
good and evil”

Eve’s association with the serpent is yet another indication of her originally divine
status. Throughout the ancient world serpents were associated with immortality, death,
healing and wisdom. In Gilgarnesh the hero’s last chance at eternal youth, a sacred herb
is stolen from him by a serpent, who, having eaten it, immediately sheds its skin, i.e. reju-
venates itself. This motif, that the serpent stole immortality from hurnans, is widespread
in myth from many parts of the world. Perhaps as an immortal, the serpent was also seen
as wise. When Jesus sends out his disciples he tells them to , “be wise as serpents and inno-
cent as doves” (M, 10:16). The serpent’s wisdom is of the ancient secret, oracular vari-
ety. Despite the fact that the Delphic oracle was dedicated to Apollo, the oracles were
given by a priestess called the Pythia or Pythoness after the Python, the serpent Apollo
kiiled in a version of the combat myth. The god seems to have appropriated by his vic-
tory the oracular wisdom of the serpent. It is notable also that the Pythia sat on a chair
over a crevice through which vapors emanated from beneath the carth, possibly from a
hot spring. This opening, called the pytho, was seen as the navel of the earth. Serpents
were also considered representatives of the original primeval goddess, the wellspring of
spontaneous but chaotic creation as in the seaserpent Ti’'amat. The iconography of
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FIGURE 7: THE TREE OF LIFE AND WISDOM

Top: Sumerian cylinder seal, 2500 BCE god, goddess, tree of life, Serpents. Courtesy of the
Trustees of the British Museum.

Bottom: Assyrian relief, ninth century BCE, winged beings venerating tree of life or wisdom.
Courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.

goddesses often shows them in association with serpents. Ashtart and Asherah are fre-
quently shown holding serpents, and there are numerous statuettes from Minoan Crete
of women, presumably goddesses, holding serpents. In a bas-relief from the French Pyre-
nees a serpent is seen emerging from the vulva of a woman and sucking her breast. The
relief may be a medieval representation of the sin of lust, but it might also have been from
Roman times, representing a Gallo-Roman goddess. Even as a medieval representation
of lust, however, the figure might well have retained a pagan iconography. An almost
identical image is seen in a wooden carving from modern-day (ca. 1800) south India,




Lire AND WISDOM
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Top Right: The Judgment of Paris.
Drawing by the author.

Top Left: Hercules and the Golden Apples of
the Hesperides, Roman relief, Museo Di
Villa Albani, Rome. Credit: Alinari/Art
Resource, NY.

Bottom Left: “Paradise” Peter Paul Rubens
(1577-1640) and Jan Brueghel the elder,
The Hague, Netherlands. Credit:
Scala/Art Resource, NY,

Bottom Right: Herakles and the Serpent
Ladon in the Garden of the
Hesperides, Greek vase painting, Statliche
Museen zu Berlin. Drawing by the author.
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representing a dancing Yogini (a female Yoga adept}, with the serpent, possibly repre-
senting the serpent energy or kundalini, rising from her vulva. Two other representations
of goddesses showing serpent symbolism are a staruette from the Swmerian city of Ur of
a serpent-headed goddess suckling a child and a statuette of the Aztec mother goddess,
Coatlique, showing her with two rattlesnake heads and a skirt made out of rattlesnakes
(see fig. 6), Also, according to some Greek myths, a goddess named Eurynome and her
hushand Ophion {“serpent”) ruled on Olympus before being overthrown by Kronos
and Rhea (who were in turn displaced by Zeus and Hera).

Another indication of Eve’s association with the serpent lies in a possible alternate
meaning of her name. Hawwah might well be related to sewya, an Aramaic word mean-
ing serpent. This fits the fact that the Phoenicians worshiped a serpent goddess written
as HWT or HV'T, a name that would be cognate with that of the Hurrjan goddess Hebat
(HBT). Considering that the serpent is associated with a goddess who is the creatrix of
the world and that it is often a symbol of life, healing and immortality, it is quite possi-
ble that Hawwah might at one and the same time be related to HWH, “life giving” and
a word for serpent.

Considering that all these stories, motifs and images are echoed in the story of Eve
and the serpent—the association of the serpent with Gilgamesh’s lost chance to become
immortal, Burynome and Ophion, the association of serpents with hidden or forbidden
knowledge interpreted by the Pythia—do we know who was the original serpent in the
garden of Eden? That this is a mythic creature is evident, despite fundamentalist asser-
tions that it really was a snale and that snakes go on their bellies today literally because
God cursed the first snake in the garden of Eden. If we cannot regard this story in a
moythic sense we are left with the absurd picture Tom Paine painted in bis The Age of Rea-
son (1794 [1951], p. 56):

He [Satan] is then introduced into the garden of Eden, in the shape of a snake or a ser-
pent, and in that shape he enters into familiar conversation with Eve, who is no way
surprised to hear a snake talk; and the issue of this fefe- a-tete is that he persuades her
to eat an apple, and the eating of that apple damns all mankind.

Since Eve was not surprised that the snake was talking to her, it seems most likely that
it is the animal representation of a divine being. To understand his identification as a ser-
pent we must first understand the original nature of angels in the Yahwist religion. There
are two main types of angels mentioned in the Bible. These are saraphs and cherubs.
Unfortunately, most of us are steeped in Victorian imagery to the degree that we think of
cherubs as fat little babies sporting tiny wings and of seraphs as androgynous or vaguely
feminine adults with large white downy wings. About all these two representations have
in common with the Hebrew originals are the wings. The cherub, k'rubk in Hebrew,
seems to derive from the the Akkadian karibu meaning an intermediary between gods
and men. Cherubs were variously represented as winged beings of both genders in
human form and as sphinx-like creatures with lion bodies, human heads, and wings
sprouting from their shoulders. Seraphs were variously represented as human creatures
with six wings and as flying serpents. The word saraph, meaning “burning,” denotes a
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fiery serpent. If we view the snake in the garden of Eden thus, we have an answer to the
nagging question of how the serpent got around before it was made to crawl on its belly:
It flew. God’s condemning the serpent to go on its belly then was possibly a way of say-
ing that he plucked off the offending seraph’s wings.

One final image needs to be explored before we put together what might have been
the original story of Adam, Eve and the serpent. That is the apple, or, since “apple” in
ancient texts is a generic word for “fruit” and since the Bible never says what kind of fruit
it actually was, the fruit of the knowledge of good and evil. One possible candidate for
the fruit is the fig, which would be why the man and woman first cover their nakedness
with fig leaves. Another is the pomegranate, which might also serve as the fruit of the tree
of life. Pomegranates were associated with both immortality and death because the fruit
resists rotting and its interior looks like blood. It is the fruit that mythology’s Persephone
ate that condemned her to never be completely free of the underworld. The pomegran-
ate is also a fertility symbol throughout the world, its many seeds being seen as its “chil-
dren” Also, when the fruit goes to seed it splits open to somewhat resemble a vulva.
Regardless of what fruit it was, however, the story of Enki being condemned to death by
Ninhursag for eating a forbidden herb, the story of the snake stealing the herb of immor-
tality from Gilgamesh, the failure of Adapa to eat the bread and water of life, Havvah's
Greek counterpart, Hebe, being in charge of the gods’ nectar and ambrosia all point to a
goddess able to give or withhold a sacred food that conferred either wisdom or life.

The goddess Asherah, consort of Yahweh, was often represented in statuettes as a
woman holding her breasts whose body below her breasts becomes a flaring tree-like
base, These “pillar figurines,” as they are called, are common in the archeological strata
dating from the time of the Israelite kingdoms. Her image, perhaps a large wooden carv-
ing, stood next to the altar in the Jerusalem Temple, except when it was removed and
destroyed by such Yahwist reformers as kings Hezekiah and Josiah. Away from the Tem-
ple Asherah was worshiped in sacred groves. Indeed, her name means “grove” in Hebrew.
Through the sacred tree or grove, Asherah/Ashtart/Havvah is once again connected to
the serpent, who in many Greek myths is the supernatural guardian of the sacred fruit.
For example, in his eleventh labor, Herakles (Hercules) had to fetch the golden apples of
the Hesperides from the far west. The far west was regarded by the andients as either the
land of the dead or a divine realm, a paradise. To get the apples Herakles first has to kill
the serpent who guards the tree. This oracular serpent has one hundred heads and speaks
all of man's languages. His name is Ladon and he is the son of two sea gods. It is con-
ceivable that he bears some relation to Lotan, since the consonant skeleton of both names
would be L_{D,T) _N. Whether there is identification between these two serpents or not,
Ladon’s death at the hands of Herakles binds the motif of the serpent of wisdom guard-
ing the sacred tree to that of the combat myth {see fig. 7). This is particularly significant
since once he has become fully divine Herakles ends up marrying Hebe, possibly the
Greek counterpart of Havvah.

Taking all this information and trying to reconstruct an original from it might prove
unwise, in that there may not be a single original. Rather, the story of Eve and the garden
of Eden might have been constructed just as it appears in Genesis out of all these parts.
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However, it seems readily evident that Eve was at one time a goddess in her own right or
at least an aspect of either Astarte or Asherah. Bearing in mind that what we are doing is
fraught with risk, we might nonetheless reconstruct the story as follows: Yahweh and
Hawwah co-create the human race. She initiates ha-adarn as its representative into the
miysteries, making hirn wise, civilized and self-conscious of death. Yahweh points out that
man’s knowledge will lead him to threaten their position by becoming immortal and
drives him from the tree of life. Or perhaps the divine pair have created human servants
to whom a saraph gives a forbidden secret by which they might become as the gods. For
this act Yahweh demotes him, plucking off his wings. Taking a page from Adapa, who
broke the wings of the South Wind, perhaps Adam, once initiated by Havvah, breaks the
wings of the saraph guarding the sacred tree of wisdom in order to eat its fruit. Perhaps
it is at this point that, armed with his new wisdom, ha-adam recognizes just who
Hawwah is and hails her worshipfully as the mother of all living, Having become this
wise the hurnan is now a threat, and Yahweh expels him from the garden lest he taste of
the tree of life and become fully divine. It is interesting to note in this regard that the Bible
does not say that Adam and Eve were driven out of the garden, only that the man or
rather ha-adam (humanity) was driven out, a possible indication that Hawwah, as Yah-
weh's consort, remained behind. Regardless of whether any of these myths ever existed it
is plain from the fact that before the Exile the Yahwist reformers were not able to rid the
Temple of the images of Asherah on a permanent basis, that Yahweh originally had a con-
sort. It is also plain that Eve has far too many divine antecedents, such as Hebat and Nin-
ti, to have originally been anything other than a goddess.

% %

In condlusion then, we can see that the creation myths of Genesis were derived from
many sources and that the different versions of the creation come from stories altered by
succeeding peoples for political reasons. In his book, Skaying the Dragon, Bernard Batto
refers to this process as “mythopoeic speculation.” Thus the Akkadian story Afrahasis is
replaced by the Babylonian Enuma elish. Yet both stories served as precursors for Gene-
sis, Atrahasis for the ] document and Enuma elish for P. We also see that we must often
look beneath the surface of a biblical tale to see material that has been buried for religious
and political reasons. The combat myth that was an integral part of Enuma elish, though
edited out of Genesis 1, survived in fragments scattered among the Psalms and in Isaiah,
as well as other books of the Bible.

We have also seen that the motifs of the creation of Eve out of Adam’s rib have par-
allels in the Greek myth of the birth of Athena and the Sumerian story of the creation of
Nin-ti. The latter story also ties the motif of death as a penalty for eating the forbidden
herb to the creation of a goddess. The story and motifs of the Fall—the forbidden fruit,
the serpent in the sacred grove and the association of death with the gaining of wisdom,
also have parallels, echoes and antecedents throughout the eastern Mediterranean and
the Near East, and even, considering the Tlingit myth of Raven stealing light from the
gods, from areas far removed from the Levant. We have also seen in the myth of Adapa,
whose failure to gain immortality resulted from the deceptive advice of Ea, a parallel to
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the fear on the part of Yahweh that humans would eat of the tree of life and live forever.
Finally, we have seen in the divine antecedents of Eve, that in the original Hebrew cre-
ation myth a powerful goddess may well have shared in the creation of humanity—just
as Nin-tu did in Atrahasis, as Aruru did in Enuma efish and as Athena did in Hesiod’s
Theogony .

The biblical creation stories represent a monotheistic distillation of myths in which
finite gods and goddesses created a less than perfect world. In short—as we might have
suspected were we not taught from our early youth that the Bible was divinely inspired
and, by implication, separate from the myths of the peoples surrounding ancient Israel—
the creation and fall of Genesis is part of the greater family of mythic systems of the east-
ern Mediterranean and the Near East. Further, these mythic systems are linked by the
common psychology of the human race to mythic explanations of the nature of the cos-
mos from around the world.

1. This bit of syneretistn is particularly noteworthy in that 5t. George was equated with the sky god among the

tribes of the Caucasian region, according to the Hastings Encyclopedia (vol. 12, p. 485):
The principal deity for all practical purposes is the patron saint of the Caucasian region, $t. George of
Cappadocia, from whom the land of Georgia is popularly supposed to have received its name.... He not
anly causes the herds to multiply, but he heals animals and men and protects his worshippers in times of
peril. He is, furthermore, a storm god and solar deity, with his thrane on a lofty mountain, whence he
sends upon the fields of the wicked the hail that his servants, the divs (Av. daeva.“demon’™}, bring from
the sea at his bidding,
Clearly, the dragon-killing saint was reunited with the original dragon-killing sky god in a society that was
possibly as pagan as it was Christian. Nevertheless once the myth becarne Christianized it was shared out
among many a knight and hero. In a Northumbrian version of the tale, “The Laidly (loathsome} Worm of
Spindlestone Heughy” the hero rescues his sister, who has been turned into a dragon by an enchantress, by
kissing her while she is in dragon form. In this version of the myth the dragon and the woman are once
again nnited.

2. The similarities between this Ugaritic verse and Is. 27:1 are heightenied when we consider that in the KTV the
words translated as “fleeing” and “twisting” to describe Leviathan in the RSV are respectively“piercing” and
“crooked.” The actual words in Hebrew are bariach, which more properly means “fleeing” than “piercing)”
and agqalathown, meaning “torturous” or “crooked.” It is related to agal, meaning “to wrest” or to“to wrong”
and aqafqal meaning a “winding” or “crooked” path. Therefore we can easily see that the fleeing and
crooked Leviathan of Is,27:1 is identical to the fleeting and crooked Lotan of the Uparitic verse written some
seven cenhuries before Isaiah,

3. Professor B. Hrozny asserted that the Semitic Havvah was derived from the Hurrian Hebat. However, in his
Introduction to Hitrrian, Professor Ephraim A. Speiser stated that the name Hebat or Heba was not com-
monly found combined with other names in Hurrian decuments, The most notable such name, that of the
Jebusite king of Jerusalem in the Amarna letters, Abdi-heba, is a notably Semitic name, the word abdi being
Hebrew for “slave” {(hence Abdi-heba means“dave of [the goddess] Hebat”). In a footnote Speiser says of the
name variously rendered Heba and Hebat (Speiser 1941, p. 41):

The dropping of the final -t seems to point to a Semitic origin; we should require, however, more

positive evidence to establish such an assertion. At all events, Hrozny's derivation of biblical

Hawwa(-1) “Eve” from Hurrian Hebar. . .cannot be right; the opposite process, however, is probable.
Thus, according to Speiser, the original goddess was the Semitic Hawwah, from whom Hebat was derived.
Her name was probably transmitted to the Greeks in the formn of Hebe. Transfers from Semitic myth into
Greek were faitly common. Tn the Greek myth of Europa, her brother Kadmos {Cadmus) comes from
Phoenicia seeking her and ends up founding the city of Thebes. Though both of these characters have
natnes that have specific meanings in Greek, it is widely agreed that Cadrmus is derived from the Semitic
Kedmah, meaning “easterner)” while Buropa is derived from Erebeh, meaning “westerner” Thus the deriva-
tion of Hebe from Hawiwah, with Greek invention giving the goddess a name somewhat related 1o the mean-
ing of the Semitic original, is not as far-fetched as it might initially seem.
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THE DELUGE

ITH THE EXCEPTION OF THE GENEALOGY OF SETH, virtually all of the material between

the Fall and Noah’s flood is from the ] document. It consists of three major divi-
sions: the Cain and Abel story, the genealogies of the descendants of Cain and Seth, and
the Nephilim. While this material has been ordered in such a way as to demonstrate
increasing wickedness in the world, it is quite evident that these stories were originally
three separate narratives having nothing much to do with either the original creation
story or the flood. Viewed as separate tales from the distant past, these myths lose many
of the problematic inconsistencies that arise if they are taken as part of an integrated nar-
rative,

Cain and Abel

The story of Cain and Abel is seemingly a tale of jealousy, sibling rivalry and murder—
the first murder in fact, since these brothers are presented as the sons of Adam and Eve.
The story as told in Genesis 4 is that Cain is a farmer, Abel is a shepherd, and they both
bring offerings to God. Cain brings his first fruits, Abel his first lambs. God rejects Cain’s
offering with the implication that Cain did not do well (Gen. 4:6-7). But in the spare bib-
lical narrative we are not told just what was wrong with Cain’s offering. Out of jealousy
Cain kills Abel. He tries to hide the deed from God by feigning ignorance, saying when
God asks Abel’s whereabouts , “I do not know; am I my brother’s keeper? (Gen. 4:9b}. But
God says that Abel’s blood cries out from the ground, which opened its mouth to receive
it from Cain's hand. God curses Cain, saying that because he has spilled his brother’s blood
into the ground it will no longer yield to him and that Cain will be a wanderer and a fugi-
tive, Cain protests that his punishment is too great to bear and that whoever finds him
will kill him. In order to prevent this God puts a mark on him, Though this might be con-
sidered the brand of a criminal, it is presented as a sign that whoever comes upon Cain
will refrain from killing him or face divine wrath. Cain goes then to live in the land of Nod
east of Eden, which, since Nod means “wandering,” means that he becomes a fugitive,
Such is the power and poetry of this tale, which through sparse narrative conveys so
many emotionally charged themes—sibling rivalry, jealousy, guilt and the horror of
murder—that it is often easy to overlook what are glaring problems in the story if it is
seen as part of a greater creation myth. First of all, even though the Mesopotamian cre-
ation myths say specifically that humans were created for the express purpose of being
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servants and provisioners of the gods, no such reason is given in the Bible. Though ha-
adam is set by Yahweh in Eden to tend the garden, the transcendent god of post-exilic
Judaism could not be thought of as requiring human beings to sustain him. The very
name Eden derives from a Hebrew root ‘dn meaning “abundance” or “luxury.” That the
luxury was to be God’s and not man’s could not be admitted once Yahweh had been
made all-powerful. That being the case, why are Cain and Abel bringing offerings to
God? The next problem is the rejection of Cain's offering. Since we are not told that Cain
brought inferior produce to the altar, the implication is either that God did not accept
anything but blood sacrifices or that God is capricious. Finally, Cain seems to be living in
an already populated world. Yet the only offspring of Adam and Eve we've been told of
are the two brothers, While it’s conceivable that Adam and Eve have had many more chil-
dren and that these children have had children, no mention of it is made in the Bible until
after the birth of Seth. Indeed Eve sees Seth as a gift from God to replace Abel {Gen. 4:25),
something that would hardly be needed if the first couple has already populated the
earth. In the R material, Gen 5:1-28, 30-32, the first block of the priestly “Book of Gen-
erations”, we are told that after the birth of Seth Adam had “other sons and daughters”
(Gen. 5:4). Thus, if we were to hold to biblical inerrancy, we would have to assumne that
immediately after the murder the only people on earth were Adam, Eve and Cain. This
would put us in the absurd position of having to identify Eve as Cain’s wife as well as his
mother.

As was the case with Eve, to comprehend who Cain was we must understand the
meaning of his name. One explanation of Cain’s name is that he is the eponymous
ancestor of the Kenites. At first they would seem to be a clan of the Midianites. Moses’
father-in-law is said to be a Kenite in Jud. 1:16 and his brother-in-law, Hobab, is also
referred to as a Kenite in Num. 10:29-32. In those verses Moses asks the Kenites to
journey to Canaan with the children of Israel. In Jud. 1:16 they are said to have settled
among the tribe of Judah at the “city of palms,” which may be Jericho. However, they
were not absorbed into the tribe of Judah or given a portion of Canaan as tribal terri-
tory and in 1 Sam. 15:6 they are dwelling among the Amalekites. Saul warns them to
come out from among the Amalekites before he attacks that tribe. What is left unclear
if only these scattered verses are examined is why the Kenites are found among various
peoples but never absorbed by them and also why they never seem to have a separate
territory of their own. To answer that question we have to understand the meaning of
their name. The Kenites, or in Hebrew, Qeni, were referred to in the singular as Qayin,
the original Hebrew name of Cain. Qayin means a metalworker, and the nomadic Qeni
are considered to be a clan, guild or fraternity of itinerant smiths who bore a mark,
possibly on their foreheads, as a sign that their lives were sacrosanct. This would fit
Cain’s unusual position of being at the same time an outcast and yet protected. But
how do we account for the position of the Qeniz Why were they outcasts and why were
their lives sacrosanct? Smiths were often regarded as sorcerers in ancient times. No
doubt guilds or fraternities of smiths closely guarded the secrets of metallurgy, which
built up a mystique concerning stich metals as bronze, an artificial alloy not found in
nature, and iron, which in its reduced form is only found naturally in meteorites. Thus,
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until ironworldng was a commonly held skill, whoever could smelt iron could make
something otherwise only made by the gods. This, plus the status of the god of the
forge as a creator, made smiths a force to be reckoned with. Such people, while enjoy-
ing special rank and privilege, are not likely to be welcome as permanent residents lest
their dread magic leak out and cause things to go awry. Furthermore, a group sepa-
rated out by holy marks and special taboos would not be allowed either by their code
or that of the Hebrews to marry into the host peoples in most situations. It is notable
that Moses, related by marriage to the Kenites, was, as a Levite, a member of another
group segregated from the Israelites in general as a tribe of priests, a tribe that did not
have its own territory but was scattered among the others.

There were probably two basic ways to deal with smiths in ancient times. One was to
do something to weaken them and thus bring thern under one’s power. This would par-
ticularly be the case if one wanted to keep the smith from selling his services as a weapon-
maker to another city. In Greek myth Hephaestos is lame, In the Norse myth of Volund
the smith, King Nithoth captures the famed metalworker then lames him to keep him
from escaping, As protection from that kind of treatment the Qayin may well have worn
a mark {a tattoo?) on his forehead that was a sign of divine prohibition against harming
him, Thus the Qeni were probably dealt with in the second way. They would, in most
cases, be excluded from the tribal membership and not allowed private ownership of
land. This would make themn dependent on the hospitality of the people who came to
them to buy or repair metal goods. Theit itinerant way of life was balanced against their
sacrosanct status in a way that both limited and protected them.

Cain’s descendant Tubal-cain, according to Gen. 4:22, was the first metalworker.
Tubal is listed in the table of nations in Gen. 10:2 as a son of Japheth and stands for the
kingdom of Tabal in eastern Asia Minor. By substitution of consonants the name Tubal
(T-B-L) becomes Tibar (T-B-R). The Tibarenians, some of whom might have filtered
mnto Canaan at the time of the Hittites, were among the earliest peoples to smelt and
work iron. Thus, Tubal-cain, or Tibar-gayin, becomes an ironsmith. In Gen. 4:22 his
actual description is “forger of all instruments of bronze and iron.”

But if Cain was an itinerant smith rather than a farmer, what was Abel? And how
does the story of God rejecting Cain’s offering and the subsequent murder of Abel fit into
Cain's identity as a sacrosanct, yet outcast, smith? Abel is often seen as related to the word
hebhel meaning “breath” (also related to the verb havah, “to breathe” or “to be”, one form
of which is YHWH) and is sometimes thought to refer to his brief life, lasting hardly
longer than a breath. However, since Adam and Eve would not have been likely to give
him such an ill-omened name, this reason seems thin and contrived, a bit of later fic-
tionalization. As to the conflict between the two brothers, it has classically been seen as
dramatization of the strife between herdsman and farmer, with the bias being on the side
of the shepherd as the innocent party, since the Israelites were originally shepherds. This
is also seen as the reason for God’s rejection of Cain’s first fruits in favor of Abel’s blood
sacrifice. However, the fact that offerings of grain and oil are specifically sanctioned in
Leviticus voids this argument, as does the fact that the ] document was written at a time
when the [sraelites were farmers and city dwellers, as well as shepherds, Hence, even the
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potential bias against farmers as a basis for the rejection of Cain’s offering is lost, and we
are once again left with a puzzle.

The Hastings Bible Dictionary offers one possible solution. This is that Cain offers a
sacrifice, the rejection of which demands an escalation on the part of the worshiper—a
human sacrifice. Thus, Cain ritually murders Abel, letting his bload pour into the soil.
He is then ritually both condemned and yet exonerated by being given a holy mark that
sets him apart from murderers of the ordinary criminal variety and makes his life sacro-
sanct. If this scenario seemns a bit bizarre, the readers should ask themselves why it is that
God does not demand that Cain be put to death for murdering Abel. Elsewhere in the
Bible murder merits death, if not that of the offender then that of one of his descendants;
as in the case of David and Bathshebas baby, who pays for David’s sin of having Uriah
murdered to cover his adultery with Bathsheba, or as in the case of Ahab, whose descen-
dants pay for his putting Naboth to death and confiscating his vineyard. That God not
only spares Cain but forbids anyone else to kill him makes sense only if {1) God really
does not exact the death penalty for murder—a view that is clearly unbiblical, (2) there
isno one around to continue the human race if Cain is put to death or (3) the story isa
code for something other than fratricide engendered out of jealousy. That the murder is
not committed before the world is already populated, as I noted earlier, is evidenced by
Cain'’s protest that all who find him will kill him and God’s response that he will put his
mark on Cain and will avenge ariyone who kills him sevenfold. Thus we are left with only
one alternative: The story was initially about something other than what it seemns.

To understand just what the story is really about we need to answer the question [
posed earlier: Who is Abel? Just as Cain’s name is repeated in his descendant Tubal-cain,
so it would appear that Abel’s name is repeated in Tubal-cain’s half-brother Jabal. When-
ever we see a name that begins with J in the Bible we must remind ourselves that it was
pronounced as a Y. Thus Jabal becomes Yabal. As a semivowel ¥ can be either converted
to an [ or dropped altogether in variants of the name, As such, Yabal can easily become
Abal or Abel. Jabal may mean “ram,” which would fit both his designation as the first
herdsman and the designation of Abel as a sacrificial victim.

The idea that, anyone spilling hurman blood had to be exiled until he was ritually
deansed and that he would need the protection of a specific mark reflects widespread
traditions among tribal peoples throughout the world, As the late Sir James Frazer
pointed out in his 1923 volume, Folk-Lore in the Old Testarment, warriors returning from
battle in many places were made to wear a special mark and were segregated from the
rest of the tribe until they could be purified. Remarking on a curious custom in New
Guinea, Frazer indicated just whom the mark was to protect against (Frazer 1923, p. 40):

Among the Yadim on the north coast of New Guinea, when the kinsmen of a murdered
man have accepted [payment] instead of avenging his death, they take care to be
marked with chalk on the forehead by a relative of the murderer lest the ghost should
trouble them for failing to avenge his death. . ..The ghost of the murdered man naturally
turns his fury on his relatives who have not exacted blead for his blood. But just as he
is about o swoop down on them, .. he is brought up short by the sight of the white
mark on their.. . brows. Ii...is the proof that his kinfolk have exacted a pecuniary,
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though niot sanguinary, compensation for his murder. .. The same mark might obvi-
ously be put for the same purpose on the murderer's brow to prove that he had
paid. . .for the deed he had done, and the ghost therefore had no further claim on him.

In this interpretation then, the mark of Cain was not protection against any who might
find Cain, rather it was for protection against Abel's ghost.
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Giants in the Earth

Following the story of Abel’s murder and the curse put on Cain, we are given the
genealogy of Cain's descendants, followed by the statement that Eve bore another son
whom she named Seth, which means “appointed,” because she said that God had
appointed her another son to replace Abel. Seth has a son called Enosh, after which
we are told, “At that time men began to call upon the name of the Loro [or Yahweh]”
(Gen. 4:26b). This is generally thought to mean the beginnings of organized worship.
Here the | narrative is interrupted by the first block of the Book of Generations, Gen.
5: 1-28. There are a2 number of reasons why this should be considered an intrusion of
later material and why we cannot simply accept it at face value as being part of the
original narrative. The first of these is that we have in Gen, 5:1,2 a reiteration of the
P creation of human beings—that humans were created male and female together.
We are then presented with a reiteration of the birth of Seth. In Gen. 4:25 Eve names
Seth. What thoroughly demonstrates the pious editing of the list of Seth’s descendants
is that they prove upon examination to be simply another version of the genealogy of
the descendants of Cain. This becomes apparent when we view the lists side by side
{see Table 1).

What many readers first notice is that a great number of the names in the two lists
are similar and that in two cases the descendants of Cain and Seth have the same name:
Enoch (Cain generation 3, Seth generation 7) and Lamech (Cain generation 7, Seth gen-
eration 9). In the LXX, Methusael (Cain generation 6) is rendered as Methuselah, iden-
tifying him as being the same as the long-lived descendant of Seth in the eighth
generation from Adam. Two other names that are essentially variations of each other are
Irad (Cain generation 4) and Jared (pronounced Yared, Seth generation 6).

Analyzing the meaning of the names also turns up echoes of Cain’s line in the
descendants of Seth. Kenan {Seth generation 4), which in Hebrew is Qenin, is related to
Qent, 1., the Kenites, and is thus a variant of Cain. Why a variant of Cain should turn up
in as Seth’s grandson is made plain when we consider that Enosh (Seth generation 3)
means “mortal” and by extension “man..” As such it is another name for ha-adam, “the
hurnan,” Thus the first two generations in Seth’s line are essentially Adam and Cain! If
we remove these two generations as being redundant, we now have only eight genera-
tions in Seth’s line, just as we do in Cain’s. It would seem then that the remaining names
in Seth’s line have merely been taken from Cain’s line in | and scrambled. The paired
names, using the order in Cain'’s list are: the two Enochs—Enoch means “established or
“dedicated,” Irad and Jared (Yared means “descent™), Mehujael (“smitten of God”} and
Mahalalel (“praise of God™), Methusael and Methuselah, and the two Lamechs. The final
generation, the four sons and one daughter of Lamech, is made up of Naamah (daugh-
ter, means “pleasant”), Tubal-cain, Jabal, Jubal { “horn player™) and Noah. Thus, if the two
lists were really originally one, the founders of animal husbandry, music and metal-
working, Lamech’s sons in the J list, are Noah's brothers. Among other supports for this
view are the fact that if Cain’s line came 10 an end with the flood there would be no point
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in listing it, and the fact that lodged in the priestly list is one verse from the | material,
Gen. 5:29, which says (bracketed material added for clarification):

and [Lamech] called his [son's] name Noah, saying, “Out of the ground which the
Lord cursed this one shall bring us relief from our work and from the toil of our
hands”

Since the ] material does not include any descendants of Seth other than Enosh, the
Lamech who in ] is the father of Noah is also the descendant of Cain. Noah, whose name
means “rest,” is seen in this verse as the redeemer of the human race, not so much in
terms of surviving the flood as in returning humanity to its position before the expul-
sion from the garden of Eden. Lamech would seem to see Noah as returning the human
race to the semidivine status of having the right to rest as do the gods.

Before we move on to the Nephilim, we should consider the meaning of Lamech’s
boast in Gen. 4:23, 24:

Lamech said to his wives:
“Adah and Zillah, hear my voice;
you wives of Lamech, hearken to what [ say:
1 have slain a man for wounding me,
a young man for striking me.
If Cain is avenged sevenfold,
truly Lamech seventy-sevenfold.”

‘Traditionally this is seen as an indication of the increasing violence in the world that will
lead to the flood. But it is possible that Lamech— whose name is of uncertain meaning
in Hebrew and may derive from an Akkadian word, lumakky, meaning a type of priest—
is merely stating his rights as a sacrosanct bearer of a holy mark. That he does so in verse
would also indicate a chanted formula. As such, he would be the fitting father for a flood
hero, since the flood heroes of Sumerian and Babylonian myths are all kings and usually
descendants of gods as well. This is also true of Deucalion, hero of the Greek flood myth
who was the son of the Titan Prometheus. That Lamech was later perceived as being bru-
tal and that Cain’s line was seen as poluted are probably the reasons why the Priestly
redactor saw fit to transfer Noah’s descent to Seth, and to do so he had to, in effect, trans-
fer all of Noah's ancestors to the new godly line of Seth as well. The reason this new
genealogy had ten generations instead of eight probably reflects Mesopotamian king
lists, which always had ten generations before the flood.

These generations were exceptionally long-lived. according to the Book of Genera-
tions, which includes the famous 969-year lifespan of Methuselah. The exceptional lifes-
pans of the ten generations of the line of Seth call to mind the semidivine and virtually
unlimited state of the ludlis. Another group of semidivine beings reminiscent of the Jullu
are the Nephilim. We are introduced to the Nephilim in Gen. 6:1-4 (KJV}:

And it came 10 pass, when men began to multiply on the face of the earth, and daugh-
ters were born unte them that the sons of God saw the daughters of men that they were
fair; and they took them wives of all which they chose. And the Lorp said, My spirit
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shall not always strive with man, for he also is flesh: yet his days shall be an hundred
and twenty years. There were giants in the earth in those days; and also after that, when
the sons of God carne in unto the daughters of men, and they bare children to them,
the same became mighty men which were of old, men of renown.

Ordinarily I do not quote the King James Bible since modern versions have improved
upon the quality of the translation through the discovery of earlier or more complete
source manuscripts as well as improved scholarship. However, the Revised Standard
Version of the Bible renders Gen. 6:4a as, “The Nephilim were on the earth in those
days,” which, while it is more accurate, loses the flavor of the myth. The word
Nephilim—which may relate to the verb “to fell,” thus meaning “bullies” or “tyrants”,
or to a fallen state—does not convey their gigantic stature. We know, however, that they
were giants from the report of the spies first sent into Canaan (Num. 13:33), which is
part of the ] document:

And there we saw the Nephilim (the sons of Anak, who came from the Nephilim}) and
we seemed to ourselves like grasshoppers, and so we seemed to them.

This description not only confirms the view that the Nephilim were “giants in the earth”
but demonstrates that this story was probably not originally part of the creation and
flood miyth, except to the degree that the Nephilim resemble the hullu of Atrahasis. Had
this myth originally been part of a unified story then there would not have been any
descendants of the Nephilim alive at the time of Moses, since the only humans to survive
the flood were Noah and his family, all of whom, according to fundamentalists, were
from the godly line of Seth.

This, however, is not the main problem confronting those who see the Bible as always
referring to God in the terms of a fully developed monotheism in which he and his angels
are entirely spiritual beings. How could angels have sex with human women? This prob-
lem has long vexed rabbinical commentators as well, and one of their solutions to the
problem has been taken as the proper explanation of just who and what these “sons of
God” were. In this reading of the story, the sons of God were young men from the godly
line of Seth, while the daughters of men were women of the polluted line of Cain. Some
fundamentalist commentators go so far as to say that it was this mingling that so cor-
rupted the Sethites that wickedness spread throughout the earth and provoked the flood.
As Archer puts it (1982, p. 80):

In other words, the “sons of God” in this passage were descendants of the godly line of
Seth. Instead of remaining true to their spiritual heritage, they allowed themselves to
be enticed by the beauty of ungodly women who were the “daughters of men™—that
is, of the tradition and example of Cain. The natural result of such marriages was a
debasement of nature on the part of the younger generations, until the entire ante-
diluvian civilization sank to the lowest depths of depravity.... The inevitable result
was judgment, the terrible destruction of the Great Flood.

‘Though Archer refrains from applying this to modern situations, I can well imagine fun-
damentalist ministers exhorting the teenage boys of their congregations not to get
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involved with any such brazen hussies who might be today’s embodiment of those
ungodly daughters of Cain. Archer’s “solution” of this particular Bible difficulty not only
violates his own inerrantist hermeneutics by reading meanings into the story—in this
case repeating a rationalization that was originally a midrashic homily that gained cre-
dence in the Christian church in the fourth century—but in making the phrase “son of
God” into a vague metaphor of piety he vitiates its force as evidence of the divinity of
Jesus. If, whenever one is not happy with what the phrase “son of God” implies, one can
simply say it means something else, then seculars like myself can just as easily say that
when the disciples hailed Jesus as the “son of God” they were merely applauding his piety!

This attempt to rescue this myth from its obvious implications—that divine
beings, either angels or lesser deities, were indeed seen by the early Hebrews as having
genitals, and that they sired heroes by mating with mortal women, as in Greek mythol-
ogy—founders on a number of points. First of all, there would be no reason for the
offspring of these matings to be giants, or even “mighty men that were of old, men of
renown” if they were nothing more than children of Sethite fathers and Cainite moth-
ers. Second, the “godly line of Seth” that Archer refers to is, as we have already seen,
nothing more than a priestly fiction and was not in the story as originally written in
the ] document. It is also interesting to note that—along with the LXX—Josephus
identified the Nephilim with the Giants (Gr. Gigantes) of Greek myth and saw them as
the descendants of fallen angels and mortal women (Antiq. 1.3.1) Finally, there is yet
another link between the Nephilim and the fuflu, whose power was derived from the
blood of a god being mixed in their clay just as the Nephilim derived their power from
being sired by gods. Seemingly in response to that power God limits human lifespans
to 120 years (Gen. 6:3). A Sumerian text from the city of Emar says (Emar text 771,
lines 19-26, as quoted in Batto 1992, p. 65):

The days of the human-being are approaching;
Day to day they verily decrease,
Month after month they verily decrease,
Year and year they verily decrease!
One hundred twenty years (are) the years of humankind
verily it is their bane(?)
(This is so) from the day that humanity exists until today!

Before the lifespans of humans were limited, Methuselah, according to the Bible, lived
969 years. The exaggerated lifespans of the patriarchs fit both the myth that the earliest
humans were nearly divine and the requirements of ancestor worship, which probably
formed an aspect of the early Israelite religion, as I will show in the future chapters,

The Flood
While the P and J creation stories have been kept separate, the final redactor blended the
flood myths of the two traditions. This becomes fairly obvious from the number of con-
flicting doublets in the flood narrative. J has God instruct Noah to bring one pair of each
kind of animal that is unclean and seven pairs of each that is clean, apparently for a
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sacrifice to be made after the flood (Gen. 7:3). Since according to the P tradition the des-
ignation of clean and unclean animals and sacrifices in general did not occur until the
establishment of the Levitical code, God tells Noah in the P narrative to take two of each
kind of animal, whether clean or unclean, onto the ark (Gen. 6:19-20). Again, in the |
narrative the flood is caused by rain alone, and it rains for 40 days and nights (Gen. 7:12,
17). The P version is far more grand and complex. In Gen. 7:11 the windows of heaven
are opened and the fountains of the deep are broken up. Thus, not only does it rain but
the oceans rise from water rushing in from below. Not only that, but the flood lasts 150
days rather than 40 (Gen. 7:24). After the flood P simply says that Noah sent out a raven
to look for dry land (Gen. 87), whereas | has a rather more involved story of sending a
dove out three times. First, it returns unable to find a dry place to land. Next, it returns
with an olive leaf in its mouth. The third time, it does not return (Gen. 8; 8-12). When
the two narratives are untangled and the strands read separately, two coherent versions
are seen. This would not be the case if Genesis 6 through 8 were a single, unified narra-
tive by one author.!

While it is obvious that the Biblical flood myth in general is based on Mesopotamian
material going back to Sumerian tablets from between 2000 and 3000 BCE, what also
becomes apparent upon comparison of the two stories is that J is based on the flood
myth in Arrahasis, while P is based on a worldview derived from Frutmna elish. For exam-
ple, at the end of Atrahasis the gods are attracted by the sweet smell of Atrahasis’ sacrifice
and resolve never again to destroy hwmanity, reconciling themselves to the fact that the
human spirit has rebellion built into it from the blood of Wa'ila that was mixed with the
clay to make the hufi. Compare this to Gen. 8:21 from the J parrative:

And when the LorD smelled the pleasing odor, the Lorp said in his heart,“I will never

again curse the ground because of man, for the imagination of man's heart is evil from

his youth; neither will  ever again destroy every living creature as I have done”

The evil of man’s imagination, particularly in the context of Genesis, is his proclivity
to rebel against God, which is, of course, the result of the divine spark of free will
imparted by Yahweh's breath.

In the P document signs of the cosmology of the Enuma elish are evident in two
places. First, rather than simply saying that God caused it to rain, P says that the windows
of heaven were opened and the fountains of the deep were broken up. The idea that it
rains because windows are opened int heaven comes from the concept of the firmament
that separates the waters of chaos above from the ordered world, while the land holds
back the waters below. In other words, the two halves of Ti'amat’s body hold the forces
of chaos back and keep them out of the ordered world. By opening the windows of
heaven and breaking up (or opening) the vents of the deep, God was letting in chaos to
destroy his ordered creation from all sides (see fig. 8}. Another part of the P narrative that
hearkens back to Enuma elish is God's promise to Noah and all generations following
him that God will never send another worldwide flood, which he establishes by the sign
of setting his bow in the doud (Gen. 9:12-17). This parallels Marduk setting his bow in
the sky as a sign that the world order is established. Even though the bow of Marduk is
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the star Sirius and the bow of God (El) is the rainbow, the placement of both in the sky
marks the final establishment of the earth as a settled place.

Of course, fundamentalists consider the flood to be a real event. Why a transcendent
God of infinite intellect would choose such a method to destroy humanity when he
could just as easily have selectively killed off human beings with a plague without killing
off every animal and plant is not explained and seems wasteful on the part of God if the
flood is viewed as literal reality. However, in Asrahasis the gods decide on the flood after
plagues and other attempts to curb the /il have failed. Thus, the flood makes sense only
in a theological system based on an assumption that the gods themselves are of limited
intellect and have imperfect control over their own creations.

One of the fundamentalist trump cards in arguing for the historical and scientific
reality of the flood is that it turns up in mythologies everywhere, indicating a universal
miythic tradition based on a real event. However, while it is true that flood myths appear
in a wide variety of cultures, the myth is by no means universal. There is no deluge in
Teutonic, Celtic or Slavic myth. Thus, most of the peoples of Europe seem to have for-
gotten this momentous event. The same is true of the Siberian and Altaic peoples of cen-
tral Asia. And concerning east Asia, Frazer noted (1923, p. 131):

It is particularly remarkable that neither of the great civilized people of eastern Asia,
the Chinese and the Japanese, should, so far as I know have preserved in their volumi-
nous and ancient literatures any native legends of a great flood of the sort we are here
considering, that is of a universal inundation in which the whole or the greater part of
the human race is said to have perished.

Frazer also noted that flood miyths are scarce in Africa. Likewise, the Egyptians lack
a myth of the gods destroying the world in a universal flood. The only story in Egyptian
myth that comes near to a flood narrative is the story of how the gods, suspecting men
of treachery, send out the goddess Hat-hor to destroy some of thern. Her slaughter, how-
ever, gets out of hand. To stop her from annihilating humanity the gods mix vast
amounts of a sleeping potion made from mandrake root. They pour it over the land of
Egypt, and it floods the fields. Seeing her beautiful face reflected in the potion, Hat-hor
pauses in her slaughter, drinks it up and staggers off to bed, having forgotten to destroy
the human race. Thus the “flood” in this Egyptian miyth, which seems to resemnble the
Nile’s seasonal flood rather than a deluge, saves humanity rather than destroying it. Fur-
ther evidence that this Egyptian tale has nothing to do with the flood mmyth is the absence
from it of an ark or a suitable flood hero. Thus, of the peoples in those parts of the world
closest to the mountains of Ararat, where Noah is supposed 1o have landed, only the
Semitic peoples and the Greeks, who inherited much of their mythology from the Near
East, have traditions of a universal flood.

The Drunkenness of Noah

The first story of what happened after the flood involves the ancestor of a people often
vilified by the Israelites. However, while the initial conflict was between two related peo-
ples of the Semitic language group, the myth was revived in this country to support the
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institution of slavery in the nineteenth century. This odd tale {Gen. 9:20-27) is entirely
from the ] document. After God has made the covenant of the rainbow, Noah plants a
vineyard, makes wine, becomes intoxicated, and falls into a stupor. He lies naked in his
tent and is seen by his son Ham, who tells his two brothers Shem and Japheth about it.
Taking care not to see their father naked, they walk backward with a garment laid over
their shoulders and drape it over the sleeping Noah, When Noah awakens, he “knew
what his youngest son had done to him” {(Gen. 9:24), with the result that he curses Ham’s
son Canaan, the eponymous ancestor of the Canaanites. At the saime time he blesses both
Shem and Japheth. As is often the case in blessings, curses or oracular pronouncements,

this is done n verse (Gen. 9:25):
“Cursed be Canaan;

a slave of slaves shall he be to his brothers.
He also said,
“Blessed by the LorD my God be Shem:
and let Canaan be his slave.
God enlarge Japheth,
and let him dwell in the tents of Shem;
and let Canaan be his slave”

Although the verse structure does not work that well in English, one poetic device of
interest is J's play on words when he says, “God enlarge Japheth” Since Japheth means
“(May God} enlarge” there is a repetition in Hebrew of the sound and meanings that
would provide both alliteration and assonance.

What are we to make of this story? It is so full of things that do not make sense to us.
‘What terrible thing did Ham do to Noah? If all he did was see his father naked, how did
Noah know what he had done to him? Why did Neah curse Canaan, Ham's son, who
wotlld seem to be innocent in the affair? And finally, what is meant by “let [Japheth) dwelt
in the tents of Shemn™ When a story, such as this one, is so full of enigmas it is a sure sign
that what is not said is as important as what is said, if not more so. So, what is the story
behind the story? :

‘There are a number of possible ways to interpret this odd myth. One explanation is
that Ham inadvertently saw his father naked, thereby violating a taboo, Noah felt he had
to retaliate with a curse. But cursing one’s son would also be a violation of the sacred.
Therefore, he cursed Ham's son Canaan. A variant of this is that Ham was derisive and
that the curse, which still had to fall on Canaan to avoid the sin of cursing one’s son, was
deserved. Another possibility is that Noah awakening and realizing what his son had
done to him in Gen. :24 is an oblique reference to an actual act, Le. that Ham had actu-
aliy sodomized his father. Another possible explanation of the curse on Canaan is that
there was a tradition, incorporated somewhat awkwardly into the ] document, that
Camaan was the son rather than the grandson of Noah.

Let’s consider the first two possibilities. Seeing one’s father naked or in any way
encroaching on the father’s sexuality could well have been seen as tantamount to a sex-
ual violation. Leviticus 20:11 says that anyone who lies with his father’s wife has “uncov-
ered his father’s nakedness” and that both transgressors will be put to death. The phrase



THE DELUGE 69

“uncovering his {or her) nakedness” elsewhere means to have carnal relations with the
person. Thus, Leviticus is saying that anyone who lies with his father’s wife has, in
essence, bedded his father. This was also considered a supreme act of rebellion. Jacob
curses his son Reuben for lying with Jacob's concubine, Bithah {Gen. 49:4). When Absa-
lom revolts against his father, King David, and drives him out of Jerusalem, his first act
upon entering the city is to publicly lie with his father’s concubines. Thus, violating a sex-
ual taboo also meant transgressing the father’s privilege and was seen as an attempt to
overthrow him. That even an inadvertent violation such as accidentally seeing him naked
could be viewed as a failure of discretion on the part of the son made it worthy of retri-
bution. There are parallels for such penalties in other mythologies. For example, consider
the Greek myth of Actaeon. While out hunting he happened to blunder onto a riverbank
where he saw Artemis, the virgin goddess of the hunt, bathing. Qutraged that a mortal
had seen her naked, she turned him into a stag, and he was torn apart by his own hounds,

If, on the other hand, Ham or Canaan had done something overtly sexual to Noah,
the curse becomes more reasonable. Again, the motive for such an act could well have
been an attempt to overthrow the father. Rape or any kind of molestation is essentially
an act of dominance employed in as brutal a manner as possible to humiliate and
degrade the victim. Its sexual aspect, though essential, is secondary to the intention to
exert control. As evidence of the possibility that the Bible tale does allude to an overt act
there is one midrash in which the mischievous Canaan ties a cord around Noah's geni-
tals and castrates him. Noah naturally awakens and says that he was planning to have
other sons to be servants of his first three, but since he will now not be able to, Canaan
and his descendants will have to fill that role. That Canaan and not Ham s the son of
Noah and the perpetrator of whatever crime was actually committed is evidenced not
only by the fact that the curse against hir would make more sense that way, but also by
Noal'’s blessings and curses, which mention Japheth, Shem and Canaan, but not Ham.

So which of these is the true meaning of the story? The simple fact of the matter is
that we do not know. All that we can be sure of is that the tale was used as a divine justi-
fication for the enslavement of the Canaanites based on a direct or indirect act of sexual
indecency involving humiliation, inadvertent or otherwise, of his father on the part of the
Canaanites’ eponyrmous ancestor. As such, why, the reader might ask, have I gone to such
lengths to plumb its true meaning? The answer is that this myth was used as a justifica-
tion for the enslavernent of Africans before the Civil War, and its misuse in that context
ties into the assertion by creationists that the theory of evolution is inherently racist. If
the connection between the two lines of thought seemns a bit obscure, bear with me, and
1 will make it clear. First, however, let us look at two statements made by slave owners jus-
tifying slavery on the basis of the curse on Canaan. In 1818 Senator William Smith of
South Carolina, speaking in support of a bill to aid in recovering fugitive slaves, said (as
quoted in Peterson 1976, p45):

Ham sinned against his God and against his father, for which Noah, the inspired patri-

arch cursed Canaan, the son of Ham. ... This very African race are the descendants of

Canaan, and have been slaves of various nations, and are still expiating, in bondage,

the curse upon themselves and their progenitors.



FIGURE 9: THE TOWER OF BABEL
Top: Ziggurat of Ur.

Bottom: “The Confusion of Tongues at the Tower of Babel,” Gustav Dore, Courtesy
of Dover Publications.
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Later in the century, at the beginning of our Civil War, Alexander H. Stephens gave his
famous “Cornerstone” speech at Savannah, Georgia, on March 21, 1861. In that speech
he said of the Negro (as quoted in Peterson 1976, p.46):

He by nature or by the curse against Canaan is fitted for that condition which he occu-
pies in our systern.

These are only two of many quotes by slave owners citing this particular biblical ref-
erence, | have used these two specific quotes to show not only the misuse of the Bible to
justify a brutal institution totally at odds with our democratic system, but also to illus-
trate a certain shift in thinking that began to occur as science increasingly displaced the
Bible as our culture’s prime authority on the natural order of things. Note that in the sec-
ond quotation there are now two possible alternative reasons that Africans were meant
to be daves. One is still the curse against Canaan, but the new alternative is “nature” As
time went on in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries “science” became the new and
mmproved model upon which to base and justify one’s social and political beliefs. Thus,
it is not surprising that Nazi racism was based on an evolutionary model, Fundamental-
ists have seized on this in their attack on evolution, citing in the process various state-
ments by Charles Darwin and Thomas Huxley that were undeniably racist. By
implication they are saying that since evolution is racist and since evolution and cre-
ationism are opposites, creationism is anti-racist. Or, put more simply, the creationists are
the good guys, and evolution is evil,

There are a number of egregious flaws in this argument. First of all, religious con-
servatives were and are far from anti-Fascist. In fact, in every country in Europe where
Fascists took power they did so in concert and coalition with religious conservatives,
whether Catholic or Protestant. In the United States the Catholic Church was embar-
rassed by the racist tirades of Father Coughlin, and the Ku Klux Klan was both pro-
Protestant and opposed to the teaching of evolution. As for the racism that occasionally
surfaces in the writings of Darwin and Huxdey, consider what one of their critics, Henry
Charies Fleeming Jenkin, had to say about race relations in a critique of Darwin's theory.
Using the example of a white sailor shipwrecked on an island inhabited by Negroes,
Fleemning Jenkin wrote in 1867 (as quoted in Dawkins 1987, pp.113-114):

Our shipwrecked hero would probably become king; he would kill a great many blacks
in the struggle for existence; he would have a great many wives and children, while
many of his subjects would live and die as bachelors. . .In the first generation there will
be some dozens of intelligent young mulattos, much superior in average intelligence to
the Negroes. We might expect the throne for some generations o be occupied by a
more or less yellow king; but can anyone believe that the whole island will gradually
acquire a white, or even a yellow population, or that the islanders would acquire the
energy, courage, ingenuity, patience, self-control, endurance, in virtue of which quali-
ties our hero killed so many of their ancestors,and begot so many children; those qual-
ities, in fact, which the struggle for existence would select, if it could select anything?

Note that Fleeming Jenkin, who was otherwise an able, intelligent and decent human
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being, is blatantly racist in his creationist argument. He assumes conflict, rather than
even considering that the natives and the shipwrecked sailor might live in harmony, or
that the poor castaway might be thankdul for the company of other human beings. No,
starting with assumptions that would make him a good Nazi, Fleeming Jenkin accepts as
given that the white man will kill many of his erstwhile hosts and steal their women. And
what is he for committing these vile and criminal acts? He is “our hero” And what gave
him that superiority of “courage, ingenuity, patience, self-control, (and] endurance” that
enabled him to triumph over the natives? The fact that he was white, of course! Consid-
ering his opposition to Darwinian theory, the creationists cannot blame Fleeming
Jenkin’s racism on evolutionary thought.

1t would also be honest to blame racism on creationism. In point of fact racism was
embedded the culture of nineteenth century Europe (and America). It probably would
have been racist whether secular, Christian or of some other religious persuasion, Its drift
into Fascism in the 1930s was based on, among other things, this cultural flaw. This is not
meant, by the way, to be an exercise in anti-Western Civilization breast-beating. Racism
is an all too husman problem. No, all this is merely to point out the flaws in the creation-
ist charge of inherent racism in evolutionary theory. Obviously, when evolution is used
as a prop for racismy, it is misused. Of course, the same is true of the Bible. So why dwell
on this tale of Noah cursing Canaan and the spin racists in the past put on it? The answer
to that question is this. In order for anyone to accept the story’s racist message, whether
it be antebellum American slave-holders or the ancient Israelites, they had to first accept
the pernicious idea that guilt can be inherited. Here in this odd little story we see for the
first tume the appearance of a concept that would eventually emerge as the doctrine of
original sih.

The Tower of Babel

After the tale of Noah's drunkenness Genesis resumnes the story of humanity’s recovery
from the flood. As in the flood narrative itself there are rival ] and P traditions as to how
the children of one family came to populate the whole earth. Before we examine the rival
traditions, however, let us consider the three sons of Noah. Ham, Shem and Japheth are
all names of deities within either the West Semitic or Greek pantheons.

As I mentioned in Chapter 1, Japheth would have been pronounced Yapheth in
Hebrew. Thus, the consonant skeleton of the name would be Y_(F, P)_{Th, T), and by
substitution Yapheth becomes Yapet. Since the initial ¥ is a sernivowel it can be replaced
with an I to give us lapet. Add a Greek suffix (us) and you have lapetus, which in
Greek means “hurrier.” Iapetus was a Titan, the father of Prometheus (“forethought™),
Epimetheus {“afterthought”) and Atlas. His grandson by Prometheus was Deucalion,
who was the Greek version of Noah. From the myth of Europa, the Phoenician princess
who was in reality an aspect of the goddess Ashtart, we know that her brother Cadmus
was considered the founder of the Greek city of Thebes. This fits well with what we know
of the interrelationships between Minoan Crete and Ugarit, which as I said earlier were
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branches of the same cosmopolitan culture, After the destruction of Cnossus this culture
branched into the Mycenaean civilization of the Achaean and Jonian Greeks and that of
the Phoenicians. So, despite one wing being Semitic and the other being Indo-European,
the two branches shared many aspects of a common culture, With this in mind the rela-
tionship of lapetus to Deucalion, though it was the reverse of that of Noah and Japheth,
1s somewhat clarified. Since the eponymous ancestors of various peoples were often dei-
fied and since Japheth is founder of the Indo-European peoples in Genesis, it is possible
that he began as the eponymous ancestor of a Semitic tribe that, like Cadmus and his
people, had migrated to Greece, bringing with them the myth of the flood.

Shem and Ham were also gods, though in their case both are West Semitic deities.
Ham is generally considered a variation of Hammiu or Asmu, a word not only desig-
nating a minor Canaanite deity but meaning “father” or “unicle” as well. Another possi-
ble origin of the name is the verb chamah, which means to be hot and is possibly related
to shamuash, or “sun.” Since Ham does not seem to show any of the characteristics of the
sun hero, which dearly show up in the character and deeds of Samson, it seems more
likely that his name derives from Hammu. The basic root of this name, the word annis,
is an archaic term for father that also means uncle or even just kin. It probably dates from
a time when the legal status of the father was not on a par with that of the mother in
matrilineal societies. In these cultures hereditary privileges, passing as they did through
the wornen, went to their brothers rather than their husbands. Nevertheless, the concept
of paternity was understood, and fathers did have some privileges. Thus ammu meant
an adult male wielding parental authority, whether the man was one’s (maternal) uncle
or one’s father. As patrilineal patterns gradually replaced matrilineal ways abu or abi,
specifically meaning father, replaced ammu as the important familial designation, while
the latter word came to specifically designate a paternal uncle. However, the name of the
deity personifying general male kinship continued on, and his name was incorporated
into that of the best remembered of all Babylonian monarchs, Hammurabi (“Hammu
heals”).

Shem was also a minor Canaanite god, His name means “name,” which can also
mean “fame;” that is having a worthy name. When Gen. 6:4 describes the Nephilim as
“men of renown,” the Hebrew word translated as “renown” is shem. For that matter,
Shem could mean the holy name of God. it is possible that the deity Eshembethel, wor-
shiped along with Yahweh and Anath at Elephantine, was a variant spelling of Shemn plus
the suffix beth-el, giving us a name possibly translated as “temple (beth-el) of the (holy)
name.” Since we have no particular myths that relate to Shem, it’s difficult to say what
sort of deity he was or what his position was among the other Canaanite gods. Possibly
his worthy name was that of the ancestor of all the Semitic peoples. This can mean that
he started out as a mortal and was later defied as the founder of his people; that he was
always a god and was adopted as his people’s eponym; or that he is nothing but the per-
sonification of the tribe as its eponym, a position that can be equally filled by either a god
or a deified mortal. Considering that Shem was not the eponym of a specific tribe, but
rather a whole linguistic group, it seemns more likely that he started out as a god and was
converted into a mortal ancestor by advocates of the Yahwist cult. We have evidence of



Table 2:

The Descendants of Shem according to §, P and R

Shem (P)
Arspachshad (P.J,R)

Shelah (J,R)
Eber (J.R)

Pelegf(J,R) jokli;an )
Reui (R) 13 sons of joktan (J)

representing tribes an
places in southern Arabia

Serug ()
Nahor (R)

°  Tmh® ¢

Satai—Abram Hai’an Nahipr R)

Loc lscah Milah (R}~

such conversions in Europe in late Roman times and in the middle ages. For example, 5t.
Brigit of Ireland was originally a Celtic goddess similar to the Greek Athena. Likewise, in
his Prose Edda (ca. 1200 CE) Snorri Sturluson of Iceland converted Odin and the other
Norse gods into sorcerer-kings who emigrated to Scandinavia from Troy;? and in the
Mabinogian Welsh gods and goddesses were likewise converted into mortal heroes. A
rather interesting example of the survival of a reverse process, the elevation of a mortal
to divine status, was noted by Savina Teubal, who witnessed Arab men and women, most
of whom were presumably Moslerns, praying at Rachel’s tomb following the Six Day War
in hopes that she would return Jerusalem to them (see Teubal 1984, p. 16). Thus, even in
a very masculine and monotheistic religion, 2 mortal woman has gained the status of a
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minor deity.

[ will not dwell on the genealogies of Noah's descendants at great length, since their
value is negligible as either anthropological resource material or as a clue to the mythic
origins of biblical tales. What is plain from the various genealogies is that the “world” the
sons of Noah and their descendants populated consisted of only the Near East and the
Mediterranean. Furthermore, the various documents either conflict with each other as
to the origins of various peoples or entirely ignore certain groups. For example, the
descendants of Japheth are recorded only in P. Many of their names are Assyrian in ori-
gin. Among these, Gomer is derived from the people the Assyrians called the Gimmirai.
The Greeks called these people the Kimmiri, a name that eventually was Latinized into
the Cimmerians. Likewise, Ashkenaz derives from Ishkuga, the Assyrian word for the bar-
barians beyond the Caucasus Mountains, quite possibly designating the Scythians but
also possibly just a name for any barbarians from the north, The use of Assyrian names
dates the P document as no earlier than the period of Assyrian ascendancy among the
western Semitic peoples, that is ca, 700 BCE,

The confusion of different sources is accentuated in the genealogy of the sons of
Shemn, Starting with B, the sons of Shem are Elam, Asshur, Arapachshad, Lud and Aram.
Of these, Asshur {Assyria} and Aram (the Arameans) are Sernitic peoples. Lud seems to
be the Lydians, who were Indo-Europeans, and the Elamnites, who lived just east of Sume-
ria, spoke a language unrelated to any other known. P lists Aram’s sons as Uz, Hul and
Gether. It is not known who Hul and Gether represent, but Uz is a region just west of
Mesopotarnia. J lists Uz as a son of Abraham’s brother Nahor and his wife Milcah. Aram
is listed in J as the son of Uz's brother Kemuel. Another brother of Uz is Bethuel, whose
daughter is Rebekah and whose son is Laban, father of Rachel and Leah. Yet Abraham
and his brothers are all listed by both } and R as descendants of Arapachshad while ]
refers to Abraham and his kin as wandering Arameans. Clearly the position of Aram in
the various genealogies is confused. After the P account of the sons of Shem, J and the
Book of Generations (R) both give genealogies of descent from Arapachshad that par-
tially overlap as shown on page 74. The parenthetical P, R and ] after the name indicate
to whose list it belongs:

The generational list from R (Gen. 11:10-27) brings us up to the time of Abraham
{Abram) and Sarah (Sara}, but before we deal with this genealogy and the story of Abra-
ham and Sarah, we must backtrack to the descendants of Ham, notably that son of Cush
named Nimrod. Genesis 10:8-12 telis us that Nimrod, the first on earth to be a mighty
man and who was “a mighty hunter before the Lorp” {v. :9} began his kingdom with
Babel, Erech (Uruk) and Akkad, all in the land of Shinar (Sumeria). From there he went
to Assyria where he built Nineveh and other cities. Except for a prophetic allusion to
Assyria as the “the land of Nimrod” (Mic. 5:6), that is the last we hear of Nimrod in the
Bible. The rest of Genesis 10 deals with various genealogies of Ham and Shem. However,
Nimrod’s city of Babel is dealt with in the farnous story of the Tower of Babel in Gen.
11:1-9.

At the beginning of this story we are told that everyone in the world spoke one lan-
guage. Thus, they are all able to cooperate in building a city within which is a tower they
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intend to stretch up to heaven. God comes down to see what they are doing and becormnes
a bit alarmed (Gen. 11:5-7):

And the LorRD came down to see the city and the tower, which the men had built. And
the LoRrD said, “Behold, they are one people and they have all one language; and this is
only the beginning of what they will do; and nothing they propose to do will now be
impossible for them. Come, let us go down, and there confuse their language, that they
may not understand one another’s speech.”

God and his angels—or the gods—do confuse the people’s speech and scatter them over
the earth, The tower is left unfinished, and the place is called Babel because God confused
their speech. Here is another of I's puns. The Hebrew word for confuse is balal Babel
actually means “gate of God” and is, of course, the city more familiar to us as Babylon
(actually the Greek rendition of its ntame, which in eastern Semitic languages is Bab-Iiu).
The name is particularly significant, since the tower would appear to represent the zig-
gurats of Babylonian temples, whose elevation was intended to symbolize closeness to
heaven. After this story in ], chapter 11 resumes the genealogy of Shem from R’s Book of
Generations leading up to Abraham and Sarah. Thus, neither the remarks about Nim-
rod nor the story of the Tower of Babel relate to what goes before or after them. Like the
reference to Eve as the “mother of all living” material from the unvarnished, primitive
past seems to have been unceremoniously dumped in unfamiliar surroundings by later
redactors.

It certainly is an embarrassing story for those who see God as ommipotent, as did the
later editors of the Torah. Taken by itself the tale is not about good and evil. There is no
editorializing to say that Nimrod, who was presumably in charge of the project centered
in his city, was evil or that the tower he and his people were building was evil. So God'’s
confusing the language of the people was not because he considered them to be sacrile-
gious. Usually, when people are rebellious, disobedient or merely in violation of a taboo
in Bible stories, Yahweh strikes them down, as in the case of Onan, Korah, Dathan and
Uzzah, or indicates by oracle that they are to be destroyed, as in the cases of Achan and
the sons of Saul’s daughter Merab. Given the character extrabiblical legends eventually
conferred on Nimrod for the temerity of building a tower to heaven, he certainly would
have merited such destruction. But all God does is to cause disunity among hwmans, And
the one reason for doing this, clearly stated in the tale is God’s fear that: “(N)othing they
propose to do will now be impossible for them.” Taken literally, the meaning of this story,
like that of the expulsion of ha-adarm from the Garden of Eden, can only be God’s fear of
his created beings and his need to keep them in check. This story is paralleled by a much
earlier Sumerian tale. In that story Enki (“Lord Earth”) is jealous of the fact that all peo-
ples of the earth are worshiping his rival, Enlil (*Lord Air”). This unified worship is pos-
sible because everyone on earth speaks one language. Enki therefore confuses their
speech, creating divisions and war—and, of course diverting at least some of the wor-
shippers from Enlil to himself. In the appropriation of this story in ], Yahwel's fear aptly
matches Enki’s jealousy. In both the Sumerian original and its Hebrew variant, the gods

“who sow confusion are less than noble in their motivation,
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If we were to take the description of Nimrod in chapter 10 and the episode of the
Tower in chapter 11 and put them where they would make the most sense, they would
probably end up right after the description of the “giants in the earth” in Genesis 6.
Clearly, Nirmrod has the character of one of the Nephilim, those half-divine “men of
renown, who were of old” and who were cleatly the same as the Mesopotamian Jufh.
This would fit the pattern of the Mesopotamian gods and their struggle to restrain the
lullu/Nephilim. First, the gods try to contain their created beings who are “mighty men
of old” This becomes increasingly difficult, since these unlimited men are bent on mak-
ing a name for themselves, even (if Nimrod is viewed as originally a lulfu) daring to build
a tower to heaven. At this point the gods use the stratagem of confusing their speech,
which the Semitic myth-makers would have borrowed from the Sumerians. But eventu-
ally even this does not contain them, hence the flood. The story of Babel fits the lullu or
the Nephilim before the flood much better than it fits the sons of Noah after the flood.

Nimrod's name and his description gives an indication of just what sort of demigod
he was. Often his name is seen by religious commentators as being derived from marod,
meaning “rebel” as (Ni)marod. But this translation may well be influenced by later inter-
pretation of the myth as having a deeply moral significance. If that editorializing is
dropped, Nimrod, one of whose cities is Erech, is seen as being much like the hero Gil-
gamesh, who was king of Uruk (Erech}. Both are empire builders, founders of cities and
hunters. This last trait, also shared by Herakles, Orion, Samson and the Phoenician deity
Melkarth, is commeon to sun-heroes, mortals who personify the sun as a dying and res-
urrected god. I will deal more with this subject when I examine the Samson cycle. For
now let us consider an alternate origin for Nimrod's name. In his book The Sarmson-saga,
Abram Smiythe Palmer gives two possible Mesopotarnian origins of the name of this king
who, after all, is supposed to have founded Babylon and Nineveh. One of them is the
Assyrian Namra-udad, meaning “bright day god.” The other one is the Babylonian
N-amar-uduk, meaning “brightness of day.” Not only are both similar to each other in
structure and meaning, but both are nearly identical to Nimrod once the “ad” or “uk”
suffix is removed. In fact, both seem superior to marod as sources for Nimrod. Another
name obviously related to the Babylonian N-amar-uduk is Marduk, the patron god of
Babylon or Babel, Nimrod's chief city. Since solar deities such as Apollo are also often the
heroes of one form or another of the Combat Myth it is not surprising that Marduk and
Nimrod could have a common origin in a name that means “brightness of day.”

The story of Babel also does not fit the P and R narratives of the genealogies, since
the summation of each of the sets of tribes listed in P as descendants of Japheth, Ham
and Shem ends with the phrase, “These are the sons of {Japheth, Ham or Shem] in their
lands, each with his own language, by their families, in their nations™ (Gen. 10:5, 20, 31,
emphasis added). Yet Gen. 11:1 says, “Now the whole earth had one language and few
words.” Typically, fundamentalists gloss over this by saying that after giving the genealo-
gies the Bible backtracks to why each people had its own language by relating the story
of Babel There are a number of problems with this interpretation. First of all, there is an
orderliness to the P genealogy, indicating a gradual diffusion of peoples over the earth
with different languages resulting from the drift. Second, the R genealogy of Shem
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resumes after the Babel incident. Thus, if the fundamentalists are right, the narrative
structure of this part of the Bible is rather clumsy. First, we have the genealogies of
Japheth, Harmn and Shem, then we backtrack to the tower of Babel, then we go back to the
genealogy of Shem repeating the list from Shem to Peleg—some five generations—then
extending it from Peleg to Abram (Abraham). Couldn’t God’s inspiration help make the
transmission of his word a bit more organized and logical?

* * *

The stories that cover the generations between Adam and Abraham—the tale of Cain
and Abel, the engendering of a race of giants on mortal women by angelic beings, the
flood myth, the drunkenness of Noah and, finally, the confusion of tongues at the tower
of Babel—are presented in the final form of Genesis as a sequence of events. Yet, as we
have plainly seen, their relationship with each other is tenuous at best. The most logical
explanation of their obvious anomalies is that they were independently derived from ear-
lier tales that were the common property of the Sumerians and the Semitic peoples who
succeeded them. We must also suppose most of them to have originally been unrelated
tales grafted on to the creation and flood stories as a series of supplemental mythic expla-
nations of why people have limited lifespans, speak different languages, etc. What we see
in such motifs as the mark of Cain and the character of Nimrod is that, just as in the
myths of the creation and fall, we must look beneath the surface to ascertain the true
meaning of the mythic origins of the Bible.

1. The strands are as follows: ) is Gen. 6:5-9; 7:1-5,7, 10, 12, 16b-20, 22, 23; 8:6,8-12, 13b, 20-22, The P narra-
tive is Gen. 6:9-22; 7:6,8,9, 11, 14-16, 21, 24,.8:1-5, 7, 13-19 (see Friedman 1989, pp. 5-59).

2. The Scandinavians were not the only people to daitn descent from the Trojans. Virgil's deneid claimed that
Romulus and Remus were descendants of the Trojan prince Aeneas. Once they had been conquered by the
Romans, the Britons claimed descent from an invented follower of Aeneas named Brutus. The Franks also
claimed te be of Trojan descent,
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“I WL MAKE OF THEE A GREAT NATION”

NCE THE FLOOD HAS ESTABLISHED THE PROPER RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN HUMAN BEINGS

and God, the world is in a settled state, and the origin of the world’s peoples has
been explained, Genesis concentrates on the patriarchs of the 12 tribes of Israel and those
peoples related to them. As we exarmnine the stories of the patriarchs we find a number of
motifs which repeat through the generations, some of them going on into the Book of
Exodus and beyond. These motifs are referred to as typologies. Typological tales often
indicate that what is being related is not so much a true history as a literary convention
or the survival of a ritual in story form, just as in the case of the common birth stories of
heroes which involve abandonment and miraculous survival, Thus, it is unlikely that
either Sargon or Moses was set adrift on rivers in baskets caulked with pitch, just as it is
unlikely that the founders of Rome were ever suckled by a wolf. Among the typological
tales commeon in the patriarch stories of Genesis is the “meeting at the well” Int this story
the patriarch as a young man {or his representative} meets the young woman destined
to be his wife at a well. Fither she assists him, providing him and his livestock with water
at the end of a long and arduous journey, or he assists her. Wells, particularly those in
desert regions, are symbols of fertility and thus, apt places to meet one’s bride. The first
of these tales is that of Abraharn’s servant sent to find a wife for Isaac in Abraham’s home-
land, meeting Rebekah at a well near Haran. Later, Jacob meets Rachel at a well in the
same region. The motif reappears in Exodus when Moses defends the daughters of Jethro
the Midianite at a well. Among them is his future wife, Zipporah. Other typologies are
the rival twins struggling in the womb and the barrenness of the beloved wife often bro-
ken late in life supernaturally to produce a hero, beloved son or prophet. Notable among
such children are Isaac, the twins Jacob and Esau, Joseph, Samson in the Book of Judges
and the prophet Samuel.

Another recurring motif is that many of the patriarchs referred to are eponymous
ancestors of peoples. An eponym is a person, real or imaginary, from whom a tribe or
place takes its name. Thus, the two sons of Lot by his own daughters, Moab and Ben-
Amrni, are the ancestors, respectively, of the Moabites and the Ammonites. It is probably
often the case that many of the eporyms are invented personifications of the people sup-
posedly named after them and that their familial relationships are meant to indicate
common kinship or acts of amalgamation. For example the descent from a common
father of the eponymous ancestors of the Ammonites and Moabites is an indication of
their close kinship and common ancestry even if the two sons of Lot are purely fictional.
On the other hand, it is generally agreed that the claim of common descent from Jacob
(Israel) by the 12 tribes records an act of amalgamation into a confederacy, with the
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possible interrelationships between the tribes being marked to some degree by the dif-
ferent mothers, Leah, Rachel, Zilpah and Bilhah.

Abraham and Sarah

Once the genealogies of the basic branches of the human race have been dealt with,
chapters 12 through 23 of Genesis deal with Abraham and Sarah. Not only are there rival
J and P traditions in these stories, but beginning with chapter 20 there are traditions
from the E material. One tradition about which ] and E give rival interpretations is the
wife/sister episode. As in the stories of Eve’s name and Nimrod, these tales stand out as
not fitting the tradition of which they are a part. In fact, it would appear that even in the
J material we have two different sets of stories, one emphasizing Abraham and the other
emphasizing Sarah as the central character. In those emphasizing Abraham he is por-
trayed as a valiant warrior and one who trusts in God. He is also both just and compas-
sionate, giving his nephew Lot the choice of pasturage in order to avoid conflict when
the two of them must separate, and begging God to spare Sodom and Gomorrah for the
sake of only ten just men, Yet when he must move his flocks to Egypt during a famine,
he becomes a very timorous soul and seems to have no faith that God will protect him.
In what seems a supremely craven act he tells his wife that her beauty will cause the
princes of Egypt to desire her. Since they might decide to kill him in order to have her,
she is to pretend that she is his sister. Sarah acquiesces, and Pharaoh takes her as a con-
cubine. That she actually has carnal relations with Pharaoh is evidenced by Gen. 12:16
(bracketed material added for clarity);

And for her [Sarai’s] sake he [Pharaoh] dealt well with Abram; and he had sheep, oxen,
he-asses, menservants, maidservants, she-asses, and camels.

In other words, Sarai is with Pharaoh long enough for Abram to amass a consider-
able fortune. In another wife/sister story, this one from E (Genesis 20), Abraham and
Sarah perpetrate this same charade on Abimelech, king of Gerar. In this story we are
specifically told that Abimelech did not have sexual relations with Sarah. Therefore, the
absence of such a statement in the wifefsister story in chapter 12 is further indication that
Pharach has had sex with Sarai before God afflicts his house with sickness, In both cases
the kings angrily hand Sarai (Sarah) back and give gifts to Abram (Abraham) to com-
pensate him for his inconvenience. In: the ] tradition it is Isaac and Rebekah who deceive
Abimelech (Gen. 26:6-11). In this case Abimelech has not taken Rebekah into his house-
hold, but he happens to look out his window one day and sees Isaac fondling her. He
demands to know why Isaac has passed her off as his sister, saying that one of his men
might have lain with her and brought guilt upon his kingdom. With that he gives strict
orders that anyone who touches Rebekah or harms Isaac will be put to death. That there
are rival traditions here is obvious, since Abimelech would not be likely to fall for the
same ploy twice. Also, [saac’s reason for saying that Rebekah is his sister is that he thinks
that the people will kill him to get her. Yet if Abrabam had previously dealt with Abim-
elech, resulting in God afflicting the king’s household for Saral’s sake, neither the king
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nor the peaple of Gerar would be likely to tempt divine wrath by outraging the wife of
Abraharn’s son.

Another oddity in these stories is the passivity of the two women. Elsewhere both
Sarah and Rebekah are strong-willed. Sarah is adamant about expelling Hagar and Ish-
mael, even though exiling his son grieves Abraham, and Rebekah shows no qualms about
deceiving Isaac to obtain his blessing for Jacob instead of Esau. Yet, according to both J
and E, Sarah allows herself to be passed back and forth like an object, and Abraham does
not even think to invoke the protection of the god that he has previously trusted and
obeyed without question. Instead he allows other men to sleep with his wife. God is
strangely siient about Abraham’s behavior. Nowhere does he upbraid the patriarch for
not trusting him or for renting his wife out to buy his own safety. It would appear that
something is going on here beneath the surface and that these stories are not to be taken
at face value.

In her two books, Sarah the Priestess and Hagar the Fgyptian, Dr. Savina Teubal
argues that Sarah is a priestess, possibly of the moon god Sin, that Sarah’s liaisons with
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the kings represent ritual sacred marriage and that the stories of Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel
and Leah record something of the shift from a society that was matrilineal, endogamous
and favored ultimogeniture to one that was patrilineal, exogamous and favored primo-
geniture, or, in short, a shift from mother-right to father-right. For those unfarniliar with
these terms, in matrilineal systems descent is traced through the mother more than
through the father. Matrilineal systems also tend to be matrilocal, that is the groom goes
to live with the bride’s family. In patrilineal systems the reverse is usually true. Descent is
traced through the father’s line, and these societies are predominantly patrilocal. In
endogamous societies people marry their close kin or members of their own dan,
whereas in exogamous societies people marry those not refated to them. In ultimogeni-
ture the youngest child inherits the bulk of the family estate. Just such a system exists
today among the people of the Acoma pueblo in New Mexico, where the youngest
daughter inherits the house. Primogeniture, inheritance by the eldest, is, of course, much
more familiar to most of us today. Let us examine whether the stories of Abraham and
his kin were indeed about a society that was matrilineal, endogamous and that distrib-
uted the inheritance by ultimogeniture, In the E wife/sister story of Abraham, Sarah and
Abimelech, when the king asks Abraham why he said that Sarah was his sister, Abraham
answers (Gen. 20:11, 12);

Abraharn said, “T did it because 1 thought, There is no fear of God at all in this place,
and they will kill me because of my wife. Besides she is indeed my sistey, the daughter
of my father, but not the daughter of my mother; and she became my wife.”

That it was quite all right for Abraham to marry his half-sister since they had different
mothers points to a kinship system in which fatherhood was not nearly as important as
motherhood when it came to determining the degree of relatedness. This can only occur
in a system that is matrilineal. In such a society Abraham and Sarah, being descended
from different mothers, would not be legally considered to have a common lineage, Of
cotirse, once societies become patrilinea] there is no way that a reverse of this system can
exist. That is to say that children of different fathers but a common mother wilt still be
related in a patrilineal society, since it's impossible to argue that two children coming
from the same womb are not siblings. In effect this makes endogamy far more difficult
in patrilineal societies. That the patriarchs of Genesis were endogamous is demonstrated
over and over. Not only does Abraham marry his half-sister, in the P tradition his brother
Nahor marries Milcah, daughter of Haran, hence his niece. But again their blood rela-
tionship is through a common male relative. As her father’s brother, Nahor is not legally
related to her, The descendants of Abraham and Nahor continue to intermarry. Isaac,
Abrahan’s son, marries Rebekah, Nahor’s granddaughter, and Jacob marries his first
cousins, Leah and Rachel. Ultimogeniture also occurs throughout the stories of the
patriarchs, even when the younger child is only the second twin to be born, as in the case
of Jacob stealing Esau’s birthright and blessing, and Perez usurping Zeralv's place in birth
order. Likewise, foseph rules over his older brothers, and Jacob blesses Joseph's sons in a
way that gives the younger, Ephraim, precedence over his brother Manasseh. In most of
these stories there is the indication that primogeniture is the proper form of birthright
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and that the older brothers feel that they’ve been wronged. However, we must rernem-
ber that these stories were written at a time when father-right and primogeniture were
well established.

It is often argued that Abraham’s claim that Sarah is his sister as well as his wife is
because of legal adoption. Marriage contracts discovered in the Hurrian city of Nuziin -
northern Mesopotamia indude situations in which a man adopts his wife as a sister,
thereby strengthening the kinship bond. Teubal argues that such contracts were made in
situations where the woman in question is a feale slave. By adopting her the man makes
her either equal enough to marry or to marry off to someone else from whom he can get
a higher bride-price than if she were just a slave. Sarai and Sarah are two variations of a
name that means “princess,” making it highly unlikely that she was adopted in such a
transaction. Another point, this one made by William Fulco, is that the term “sister”
when applied to one’s wife was a term of endearment indicating that this was not just an
arranged marriage, but a love-match as well. This idea is also supported by the Song of
Songs, in which Solomon often refers to the Shulamite as his sister. So, when Abram told
Pharaoh, “She is my sister,” he was in effect warning him to leave her alone (Fulco 1996).
If this is the case, however, we must assume that the biblical renditions of all of the
wife/sister stories are hopelessly corrupted, since in all of them either Abraham or Isaac
specifically asks his wife to go along with a ruse that they are brother and sister out of fear
for their lives. Furthermore, had Abraham warned Pharach to leave Sarah alone,
Pharaoh, in ignoring the warning, would not merely have taken Sarah, he would have
had Abraham put to death as well. In any case, Abraham quite specifically tells Abimelech
that he and Sarah have the same father. Thus, according to the E tradition they were actu-
ally half-siblings rather than brother and sister either by adoption or by terms of endear-
ment.

So Teubal’s assertion that the patriarchs belonged to an older system is borne out by
the biblical text itself. Teubal further points out that in Mesopotarnia goddesses were
often served by male priests and gods were often served by priestesses. That there is a
strong connection between Abraham's kin and the worship of a moon god is evidenced
by their origin in Ur and their move to Haran, since both cities were centers of lunar wor-
ship, and the moon god Sin was the patron deity of both. The explanation in Gen. 11:31
(P doc.) that Haran was on the way to Canaan, the family's initial destination, does not
hold up on examination. Teubal points out that the logical route to Canaan would have
been from Ur to Mari, then west through Syria. Haran is further north than Mari. Thus,
a migration to Canaan would have overshot the westward turning point if it ended up
in Haran. That Terah and his family ended up settling in Haran makes it even more
unlikely that it was a mere way-station on the route to Canaan. Terah is the name of an
Aramean moon god, which further indicates that the family’s move from Ut to Haran
was at least in part for cultic purposes. Another indication that the family was involved
in lunar worship is that one of the moon’s titles was Lebana, “the white one,” which calls
to mind Rebekah'’s brother Laban, whose name means “white.” The Bible itself bears out
the position that Abraham’s kindred were not originatly worshippers of Yahweh in Josh,
24:2;
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And Joshua said to all the people, “Thus says the LoRD, the God of Israel, “Your fathers
lived of old beyond the Euphrates, Terah, the father of Abraham and of Nahor; and
they served other gods!”

Another aspect of Mesopotamian priestesshood was that while they occupied the
office priestesses were not to have children, but could adopt the children of their hand-
maids. Teubal argues persuasively that Sarah’s barrenness was of an artificial nature,
befitting her position as a nadiru (a particular class of priestess). Under Mesopotarnian
law if a handmaid, having conceived a child in such a situation, then put on airs and con-
sidered herself equal to her mistress, the mistress could not sell her, but could “put the
mark of a slave on her.” It is important to note that the words for handmaid and slave are
quite different in Hebrew. Handmaid is shifhah, while slave is amah, While she could be
“given” to her mistress’s husband by the mistress and was under her mistress’s authority,
the handmaid enjoyed a higher status than that of a stave. Seen in this light the story of
Sarah and Hagar takes on a heightened significance. While it is understandable that
Sarah should be angry with Hagar and treat her harshly (Genesis 16, ] material}, if Sarah
is a nadity then her treating Hagar harshly would mean that she had lowered Hagar’s sta-
tus to that of a slave, as was her legal right.

In the J version of the conflict between the two women Hagar flees from Sarai, and
“the angel of the Lorp” finds her at a spring in the wildemess, tells her to return and sub-
mit to her mistress, that she is pregnant, that she will have descendants too numerous to
number, that her son, whom she is to name Ishmael (“God hears™), will be *“a wild ass of
a man, his hand against every man and every man’s hand against him” (Gen. 16:12).
Hagar calls the name of “the Lorp who spoke to her” (Gen. 16:13) 2 “God of seeing” and
marvels that she has seen God and lived. Hence the spring is called Beer- la-hai-roi or the
“well of one who sees and lives” Several things are notable about this story. First of all,
the angel of the Lore (Le, Yahweh)} is actually a manifestation of God himself, whom
Hagar calls E! Roi or the all-seeing god. Like El Elyon and Ei Shadda, this could be merely
a name for a manifestation of Yahweh or it could be another god of the west Semitic pan-
theon. Another important point in the story is that God tells Hagar that she is to name
the child Ishmael. The P addition to the end of chapter 16 {wv. 15, 16} states that Abram
narmed his son Ishmael. That Hagar is commanded by God to name the child Ishmael—
"God hears”—because Yahweh has heeded her affliction (Gen. 16:11) makes it obvious
that the P tradition of Abram naming the child, without any particular reason why he
should give such a name, was tacked on later, possibly to counter the remnant of a matri-
lineal tradition that remained in the earlier ] document, which included not only the
point that the woman named her son, but that she had the right to name a well also and
that the name she gave it echoes that which Jacob would later give to Peniel (“face of
God”}, marveling as Hagar did that he had seen God and lived (Gen. 32:30, E material).
Remember, the right to name either a person or a place was a prerogative of one in power.

In the E version of the conflict Hagar does not flee, but is driven out by Sarah who
says (Gen, 21:10), “Cast out this slave woman with her son; for her son shall not be heir
with my son Isaac” This sounds a bit vindictive since Sarah has, against all odds, con-
ceived and borne her own son. Yet, when Abraham is troubled by her demand, God says
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(Gen. 21:12) ., .whatever Sarah says to you, do as she tells you....” Despite these differ-
ences there are parallels between the two stories. After having exhausted her water sup-
ply in the E story Hagar lays her child down under a bush and goes off a way so that she
won't have to watch her son die. The child weeps, and God hears. Again there is the theo-
phany in the wilderness. God tells Hagar he has heard the child (“God hears™ = [shmael),
then opens her eyes—i.e. is the “God of seeing”—so that she sees a spring and gets water
for Ishmael. Teubal points out that Abraham finds the prospect of expelling Ishmael dis-
pleasing since it concerns a son of his, indicating an incipient idea of father-right. Con-
versely, Sarah, who now refers to Hagar as a slave, amah, and also considers Ishmael a
slave’s son rather than her own, asserts the right of her own son to exclusive inheritance,
that is, she asserts the rule of matrilineal descent. It is noteworthy that in demoting Hagar
she has also demoted Ishmael, event though he is legally her son rather than Hagar’s.

The incident that provokes Sarah’s action to rid herself of Hagar and Ishmael in the
E version of Hagar's expulsion is a bit obscure unless we look beneath the surface of the
narrative as commonly translated {Gen. 21:9, 10}

But Sarah saw the son of Hagar playing with her son Isaac, So she said to Abraham,
“Cast out this slave woman with her son; for the son of this slave woman will not be
heir with my son Isaac”

This seems a bit odd. The two boys must have been together for some time, since this
incident happens after Isaac has been weaned. So why does Sarah suddenly decide to
expel Hagar and Ishmael? The answer to this question may lie in what Sarah saw taking
place. The KIV says that Ishmael was “mocking” Isaac rather than playing with himn. The
same word is rendered “making sport” in the JPS 1955 version of the MT. The word in
Hebrew is fsachag, meaning to laugh, mock or sport. In Gen. 26:8 where Abimelech
looks out his window and sees Isaac sexually fondling Rebekah, the word translated as
“fondling’ in the RSV and as“making sport with” in the KTV, is again t’sachag. So one pos-
sible meaning of the episode that so incensed Sarah is that she caught the boys in a bit of
sex play, which was probably initiated by Ishrnael. Even so, Sarah’s action seemns extreme.
Rather than resorting to corrective discipline she summarily expels both Ishmael and
Hagar, using the occasion of an indiscretion that is rather common among unsupervised
children as a means to rid herself of any competition. Again, this woman who will not
tolerate a rival is hardly the sort to be passively handed off as a concubine because of her
husband’s craven fear.

This fact brings us back to Teubal’s thesis that these incidents were examples of sacred
marriage. While I'm not sure that Teubal has entirely proven her contention that this is
what the liaisons with the kings really represent, there is at present no other way I can see
to make sense of the wife/sister motif. However, if Sarah as a priestess was only barren to
the degree that she could not legally have children, how did she then avoid pregnancy?
Since there is no reason to believe that reliable means of birth control existed at that time,
the only other alternatives were that she and Abraham had not conswmmated the mar-
riage, that they practiced some form of coitus fnterruptus, or that any children born to
thern were destined to be sacrificed. It is entirely possible that such practices were edited
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out of both ] and E, leaving only the wife/sister motif as a remnant of an earlier tradition.
[f Abraham and Sarah were celibate with each other then there is a curious irony to Abra-
han's claim that she was his sister. Teubal suggests that Abimelech is the actual father of
Isaac through a sacred marriage that, unlike the Mesopotamian form of the ritual, was
expected to produce children. In an Ugaritic text dealing with the marriage of Yereah, the
West Semitic moon god, to Nikkal, a West Semitic corruption of the name of Sin’s con-
sort Ningal, as part of the bride price Yereah pays a mortal king, acting as go-between,
one thousand shekels of gold. This is paralleled in Gen. 20:16-18:

To Sarah he [Abimelech] said,“Behold, I have given your brother a thousand pieces of
silver; it is your vindication in the eyes of all who are with you; and before every one
you are righted.” Then Abraham prayed to God; and God healed Abimelech, and he
also healed his wife and female slaves so that they bore children. For the Lorp had
closed all the wombs of the house of Abimelech because of Sarah, Abrahan’s wife.

Not only does Abimelech pay an amount to Abraham that is similar to Yereal'’s bride
price, he makes the point of telling Sarah that he has given her brother, not her husband,
the silver. Another point is that is interesting is that while E is very careful to record that
God kept Abimelech from touching Sarah and implies that she had only been with him
one night, during which God came to him in a dream to warn him to restore Sarah to
her husband, it is quite clear from verse 18 that Sarah has been in Abimelech’s household
for some time. Otherwise how could anyone know that the women of the household had
been cursed with infertility? Impotence on the king’s part, which is also implied in the
story, could be evident in a single night, but it would take a few months at least to deduce
that God “had closed all the wombs” of the women in Abimelech’s house.!

However, before we deal with that famous tale I would like to offer some words of
caution and explanation. First the word of caution. My exploration of Dr. Teubal’s thesis
should be tempered with an alternate interpretation of Sarah’s delayed pregnancy. Since
the barrenness of the favored wife is another recurring motif in the patriarchal tales,
adding a supernatural aspect to the birth of the child and marking that child as belong-
ing to Yahweh, it is quite possible that that alone is its explanation. It would be reason-
able for both Rebekah and Rachel as representatives of Sarah’s kin to be hereditary
priestesses, This could explain their barrenness, However, it does not explain the barren-
ness of the mothers of Samson and Samuel. If these alternate interpretations of the sto-
ries of Abraham and Sarah at seem a bit baroque at times, remember that on many
points the stories as told don’t make sense, unless we can believe that Abraham, elsewhere
depicted as trusting in God and being a valiant warrior, is shown to be craven to the point
of renting his wife out as a whore to save his own skin. We would also have to believe that
Sarah, elsewhere shown as an assertive, strong-willed woman, perhaps even a bit wagpish
and vindictive, passively goes along with being treated as an object to save her cowardly
hushand. We would further have to believe that Yahweh did not get a bit fed up with
Abraham’s repeated ruse and at least upbraid him for failing to trust in the god he had
followed into a strange land. Also, the parallel stories in J and E (the two wife/sister
episades and the parallel stories of Hagar in the wilderness), the P amendment of Abram,
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rather than Hagar, naming Ishmael, and the rather self-conscious cover-up of Abimelech
having had carnal relations with Sarah, all point o one story hidden within another. And
when we have hidden tales in any mythology, they generally represent an older tradition
supetseded but not quite eradicated by a later opposing system. As we proceed through
the stories of the patriarchs the evidence of polytheism, idolatry, sympathetic magic and
typological motifs will give further repeated evidence of the pagan sea out of which the
cult of Yahweh was eventually distilled.

The Sacrifice of Isaac

Sarah’s prolonged childlessness ends when she gives birth to Isaac (Heb. Yitschaqg), whose
name means “laughter” and who is named that by Abraham according to Gen. 21:3,
which is P material. However, there is again reason to believe that the woman’s role in
naming is being deliberately edited out in P, since the reason for his name is given in Gen.
21:6 (Ex:

And Sarah said, “God has made laughter for me; everyone who hears will laugh over
[or “with” or “at”) me”
The laughter? Sarah claims God has made for her is that she is bearing a child though an
old woman. This gives her laughter since she never expected to have a child and because
such a thing would seem so silly that everyone who heard of it would laugh at her. The
fact that Sarah has made the remark concerning laughter indicates that in the original
tradition it was she who named her son Isaac. But once again the P material has ascribed
the naming to Abraham. Once Sarah has expelled her rival Hagar and Isaac’s potential
rival Ishmael, Chapter 22 tells the famous story of God testing Abraham by ordering him
to sacrifice [saac, only replacing the boy with a ram at the last moment. God then tells
Abraham (Gen. 22:15-18):

And the angel of the LORD called to Abraham a second time from heaven, and said,“By
miyself T have sworn, says the LoRD, because you have done this, and have not withheld
your son, your only son, I will indeed bless you, and I will multiply your descendants
as the stars of heaven and as the sand which is on the seashore. And your descendants
shall possess the gate of their enemies, and by your descendants shall all the nations of
the earth bless themselves because you have obeyed my voice”

At first this would seem like a fairly straight-forward story. God tests Abraham to see if
he is worthy, then promises that, because he has not event withheld his only son (Ishrnael
does not seem to count in this narrative), his descendants will be as the stars in the sky
or the sand at the seashore. Were this story from the E document the only time such a
covenant had been made then we could perhaps take this story as simple history. How-
ever, God has aiready promised Canaan to Abram in Gen. 12:6-9 {J) and has told him
further that his descendants will be as numerous as the stars in Gen, 15:5 {J or R). In
Genesis 17 (P) God tells Abram that he will make him the father of multitudes and that
his name will henceforth be Abraham (“father of multitudes”). Thus, the story only
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holds up as a basis for God’s covenant in the E tradition. In both ] and P God sees no rea-
son to test Abraham’s faith,

This story has a rather sinister aspect when one considers that all of chapter 22 may
not be part of E. Verses 11 through 15, which refer to the ram caught in the thicket and
its substitution as a sacrifice, may have been inserted by a later redactor. That is to say that
in the original E document there may have been no substitution, and God’s praise for
Abraham, that he had not withheld his son, might have been because he had actually
killed Isaac, and that God did indeed accept human sacrifice. We will return to the ques-
tion of human sacrifice in the Yahwist cult in later chapters. For now, let us consider the
reasoning behind the scholars’ suggestion that [saac was the sacrificial victim in the orig-
mal E docuunent. The main reason for this is that Isaac disappears from the E material at
this point. His dealings with Abimelech, including a wife/sister story and the digging of
the “well of the oath” ( Beer-sheba in Hebrew) are all from J. In the E version these stories
are all attributed to Abraham. Nor does E tell the stories of the rivalry between Jacob and
Esau, in which an aged and blind Isaac features prominently. In fact, E does not even
mention [saac coming down the mountain with Abraham. Compare two verses, 3 and
5, from the beginning of Genesis 22 with verse 19 from the end of the chapter:

3 So Abraham rose early in the morning, saddled his ass, and teok two of his young
men with him, and his son Isaac; and he cut the wood for the burnt offering, and arose
and went to the place of which God had told him....5 Then Abraham said te his young
men, “Stay here with the ass: I and the lad will go up yonder and worship and come
again to you.”

19 S0 Abraham returned to his young men, and they arose and went together to Beer-
sheba; and Abraham dwelt at Beer-sheba.

Notice that Genesis 22 is very specific about Abraham bringing the two young men with
him and Isaac, Yet when Abraham returns to the young men no mention is made of
Isaac. In other words, Isaac goes up but does not come down. If this is what it ominously
seems to be, it is not the only time in the ancient world when human sacrifice occurs in
an earlier version of a story and is expurgated in a later version. For example, in Greek
mythology Agamemnon sacrificed his own daughter, Iphigeneia, to the goddess Artemis
to secure a fair wind so the Greek fleet could set sail for Troy. Yet in later versions of the
myth, including Euripides’ play Iphigeneia Among the Taurians, Artemis substitutes a
hind for the young woman and spirits her off to a foreign land. For all that, Agamem-
now’s wife, Clytaemnestra, who murdered him when he returned from Troy, would seem
0 be a proponent of the older version.

Another parallel story from Greek myth is that of Phrixus. In this story King
Athamus is first married to Nephele, who bears him Phrixus and his sister Helle. Later,
Atharnus marties Ino, the daughter of Cadmus. In order to clear the way to the throne
for her children Ino parches all of the seed corn to create a crop failure and bribes the
king’s messengers to say that the Delphic oracle foretells that the impending famine can
only be averted by the sacrifice of Phrixus. But, as Athamus is preparing to sacrifice the
bov, a winged golden ram sent by Zeus flies down and commands Phrixus to climb on
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its back. The ram carries Phrixus to Colchis (Georgia in the Caucasus) and, in accor-
dance with the ram’s own instructions, Phrixus sacrifices it to Zeus, its hide becoming as
aresult the famous golden fleece. This tale involving the divine substitution of a ram for
ason about to be sacrificed could mean that either the redactor had a rival tradition upon
which to draw when integrating E and ] or that the scholars are wrong about Isaac being
sacrificed in the original E document. It is worth noting that there are Canaanite ele-
ments in the Greek story. Cadmus, Ino's father, is the brother of Europa, hence a Phoeni-
cian. The Hebrew version of his name, Kedmah, means “easterner,” which he certainly
would have been to the Greeks. Ino's son Melecertes is the Greek version of the Canaan-
ite Melkarth, meaning “king of the city;” a deity whose nature is much like those of Her-
akles and Samson. As to whether the Greek story of Phrixus is derived from at least one
version of the story of Isaac, whether the Isaac story is derived from that of Phrixus or
whether both are derived from a common source, is impossible to say. However, the
Canaanite elements in the Greek story indicate that the parallel aspects of the two myths
are hardly coincidental.

Melchizedek, Sodom and Gomorrah

Wedged into the account of the various promises and covenants of Abraham, and
Abraham and Sarah’s struggles to gain an heir, are three stories dealing with the cities
of Sodom and Gomorrah. The first of these, which takes up all of Genesis 14, has been
tentatively assigned to the | document, but in fact may be an independent story later
incorporated into J. Its significance is hard to figure, and its importance would be
minimal except for the odd interpretation of the obscure figure of Melchizedek in the
New Testament epistle to the Hebrews, The story is basically this. Abram and Lot have
parted company to avoid conflict, and Lot has taken up residence in the vicinity of
Sodom, Up to this point the kings of Sodom, Gomorrah and other cities in the valley
of Siddim have been paying tribute to Amraphel, king of Shinar {Sumeria). When
they band together and refuse to pay tribute, Amraphel and his allied kings attack and
disastrously defeat the forces of the allied cities. In the process of carrying off spoil the
eastern kings take Lot captive. There is nothing in history to which this event can be
tied, and, if it happened at all it would have to have been more of a raid than a seri-
ous attempt at conquest. This is evident by the fact that Abram, with a force of only
318 men, defeats the kings in a night attack, rescues Lot, retrieves the spoil and still
manages to pursue the kings past Damascus, a considerable distance. As he is return-
ing from the battle Abram is met by the king of Sodom, who offers him a reward,
which Abram declines. With the king of Sodom is Melchizedek, king of Salem, who
is called a priest of God Most High. He brings bread and wine and blesses Abram in
the name of God Most High, to whom he atiributes Abrans victory. Abram gives
Melchizedek a tenth of all the recovered spoil. This is the only time we hear of
Melchizedek unil he is alluded to in Psalm 110:4 and subsequently mentioned in the
Epistle to the Hebrews. That is to say that this incident is his only appearance in the
Hebrew scriptures.
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So who is Melchizedek? After saying of Jesus that God has said of him that he is “a
priest for ever, after the order of Melchizedek” ( Heb. 5:6), a quote of Psalm 110:4, the
author of the epistle to the Hebrews says in chapter 7:1-3:

For this Melchizedek, king of Salem, priest of the Most High God, met Abraham
returning from the slaughter of the kings and blessed him; and to him Abraham
apportioned a tenth of everything. He s first, by translation of his name, king of right-
eousness, and then he is also king of Salem, that is, king of peace. He is without father
or mother or genealogy, and has neither beginning of days, nor end of life, but resem-
bling the Son of God he continues a priest for ever.

Asserting that Melchizedek was a real, historical person, Gleason Archer says that he was
a follower of the true God, whose worship, Archer contends, was maintained in various
places—including Salem (Jerusalem)—from the time of Noah. Evidently, Melchizedek’s
forefathers were not affected by the wiles of Nimrod, to whom fundamentalists attribute
the origins of astrology and other occult practices. However, his descendants do not seem
to have maintained his piety, since Jerusalem or Jebus is in pagan hands at the time of the
conguest. In fact, one historical king of that city, mentioned in the Amama letters, is
Abdi-Hiba or “slave of {the goddess) Hiba” This is the same Hurrian sun goddess who,
as [ mentioned in chapter 2, might be a variant of Eve. Referring back 1o Hebrews, Archer
says that Melchizedek, while being a real person was also a prototype of Churist as both
king and priest,

Here is an example of myth making, par excellence. Psalm 110 seems to have been
a coronation hymn. In it God is said to have sworn to the king that he, like
Melchizedek, is a priest as well as a king. The variations in how the phrase in verse 4
is translated can impart important shadings to its meaning. For example, compare
the Hebrew to English translation of the MT by the Jewish Publication Society (JPS)
in two versions, one published in 1955 and the other in 1985, with the Protestant
Christian Revised Standard Version (RSV):

“Thou art a priest for ever after the manner of Melchizedek.” (JPS 1955)
“You are a priest forever, a rightful king by my decree (JPS 1985)
“You are a priest for ever after the order of Melchizedek” (RSV)

The 1985 edition of the MT seems to have taken some liberties with the text. Yet the
phrase “a rightful king” is nothing more than a translation of Melchizedek. Even exclud-
ing this translation, however, there is an important difference between the 1955 version
of the MT and the RSV. While the change is in only one word, the manner of
Melchizedek implies only that the king being addressed will, like Melchizedek, be both a
king and a priest. On the other hand the order of Melchizedek implies a priestly organi-
zation that, because of the very obscurity of the king of Salem, is secret and full of sacred,
hidden knowledge. The actual word in Hebrew is dibrah, which can mean either “style”
(thus “manner”} or “order” among other things. Thus the verse is open to many and
varied interpretations. Christians appropriated Psalm 110 as predicting Jesus as the
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fulfillment of messianic prophecy. So, by investing an image that was virtually tabula rasa
with messianic interpretations, Christian writers took a poetic allusion and converted it
into a prototype of Christ, or according to some Christian authors, an appearance of
Christ as a person of the Trinity in the Old Testament. ‘This is called a “christophany” just
as a manifestation of God in human form or as an angelic being is called a theophany. A
subtle change introduced by the author of Hebrews that further mythologizes the inci-
dent is that Abraham is referred to as returning from the “slaughter of the kings” (Heb.
7:1). This is a bit of embroidery on the original tale, which only mentions pursuit of the
kings. Crowning Abram’s retaliatory raid with the slaughter of the kings gives his return
and the meeting with Melchizedek the pomp of 2 Roman trinmph.

If we strip away the myth and use only the material in Genesis 14 what do we actu-
ally have and what does it say about Melchizedel? Let's start with the name. Does
Melchizedek actually mean “king of righteousness™? Well, it could mean that, The ele-
ments of the name are Melch = king and zedek = righteous or righteousness, But the
name has also been translated as “{The god) Zedek is king,” “(The god of) righteousness
is king,” “(My) king is (the god) Zedek,” “The king is righteous” and “righteous (or
rightful) king” What is particularly interesting is that the eastern Semitic analog of
Melchizedek is Sarru-ken or, as we commonly render it, Sargon. As to whether this is
mere coincidence or an attempt to make it seem that Sargon the Great of Akkad had
blessed Abram is impossible to say. It’s also impossible to say who God Mest High was.
In Hebrew the name is E! Elyon , which, like Melchizedek, can be translated a number of
ways. Among these are not only “God Most High" but, “El the most high” and “the god
Elyon.” Since there was a minor deity in the Canaanite pantheon called Elyon, and since
El, as the king of the Canaanite gods, would logically be addressed as the most high, it is
impossible to tell which of these names is the true one. Given, as I mentioned earlier, that
Salem or Jebus was not in Israelite hands until its capture by David and that one of its
Jebusite kings was a worshiper of the Hurrian sun goddess Hiba, it seems unlikely that
Melchizedek was worshiping Yahweh. On the other hand this may not have mattered in
the least to Abram, since he could easily have either identified Elyon with Yahweh or
could have accepted the blessing of another god without seeing that as dishonoring Yah-
weh, As we will see when we deal with the kings, the worship of Yahweh probably was
not exclusive, for the most part, until the Exile. Was Melchizedek the king of peace?
Again, while the likelihood is that Salem is the same ¢ity as Jerusalem or Jebus, Salem
(“peace”) was also the name of yet another minor Canaanite god, who may have been
the city’s patron,

S0, once the mythologizing is stripped away, what we have is a story that Abram, after
rescuing Lot and others captured by the kings of the east, along with the spoil taken from
the cities of the plain, is ret by a local priest-king who inaugurates a ritual meal or bread
and wine, and gives Abram a godly blessing. In return, Abram gives Melchizedek a tenth
of the goods he has retrieved. Other potential mythologizing includes the possibility that
Sargon of Alkad blessed Abram. While this is no more credible than the Christian myth
that Melchizedek was a “type” of Christ, it is no less credible either. In various Midrashic
stories Abram is born during the reign of Nimrod, who attempts to have the infant put
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to death. This is a typological tale common to many hero cycles, and it is repeated in both
Pharaol’s attermnpt to put Moses to death and in Herod’s slaughter of the innocents in
Matthew. So it would not be that unlikely for Abram to also be associated by way of
mythic elaboration with Sargon of Akkad. In any case, this tale, like the story of Noal's
drunkenness, is of minor importance without the rather dubious interpretations
attached later. It is an anomalous story that would have been largely ignored, had it not
been considered part of the “word of God””

The other two stories about Sodom and Gomorrah have to do with the famous
destruction of those cities. After the three visitors— God and two angels in Jewish terms,
and the Trinity itself according to some Christians—have announced that Sarah will bear
a son, one of them, clearly God by the context of Abraham’s words, tells the patriarch
{Gen. 18:20b-21):

“Because the outcry against Sodom and Gomorrah is great and their sin is very grave,
I will go down to see whether they have done altogether according to the outcry which
has come to me; and if not, I will know?”

Since what follows this disclosure is that Abraham intercedes for the cities that Yahweh
might not destroy the innocent with the guilty with the stirring plea, “Shall not the judge
of all the earth do right?” (Gen. 18:25b), what is often overlooked is the anthropomor-
phism of the deity. In this story from the ] document God has only heard the outery
against Sodom and Gomorrah, i.e. curses uttered against the cities or prayers for retri-
bution, and must go down to investigate personally. Ob